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Let our resident legal expert fight your fight 


Roger Gann hears cases of goods arriving damaged, cryptic, or not 
at all, and sees to it the heroes on the flipside get their due praise 


MicroDirect finds its 

way eventually 

lts getting to be painfully common but 
now it seems that way too many 
vendors are failing to respond to 
customer complaints, let alone deal 
with them. Apart from the fact that this 
is just plain rude its also very 
unbusiness-like and almost guaranteed 
to dramatically reduce the chance of 
any repeat business. Kevin Winfield- 
Pantoja had a problem with online 
vendor MicroDirect. He ordered 
something, it never turned up and then 
couldnt even get a refund. He recounts 
his woeful tale: 

“| have been having trouble with 
MicroDirect since | ordered a LaCie 
250GB external USB hard disk drive 
from them on 20 October 2004, which 
has yet to be delivered. My Grandpa 
suggested | should write in to see if 
you can help me. 

“| have phoned them several times; 
at first to try and confirm when it would 
be delivered and more recently to try 
and cancel it and get my money back, 
with both outcomes being 
unsuccessful. | am at my wits end 
since | must have almost paid for the 
hard disk with the total cost of phone 
calls made to them. 

“Now when | check the status of 
the order it says the order has been 
dispatched. But | definitely havent 
received the hard disk, and the review 
of my bank statements shows that | 
also haven't been refunded my money! 
| actually paid a total of £13448 
including £14.50 for the so-called Next- 
day Delivery — Hal” 

Upon hearing this, | then contacted 
MicroDirect by email and was less than 
impressed that it took eight days to get 
even an acknowledgement — and this 
was to a corporate sales enquiry email 
address! | eventually got in contact with 
MicroDirect’s Marketing Manager, Sean 
Carter and supplied him with details of 
Kevins complaint. 

Almost a month passes and It's 
only when | chase Sean that things 
Start to happen. Im glad to say that the 


matter was then promptly dealt with by 
Saqib Shoaib, the Customer Services 
Manager at MicroDirect. 


"| have been 
passed this query by my marketing 
manager Sean. | must emphasize the 
fact that our phone lines are quite 
busy and also we take an average of 
400 calls per day. This is done 
between five agents, which means 
that we are constantly trying to make 
sure that the best possible customer 
service is provided. 

“Looking into the problem 
directly, | have tracked down the 
problem straight away. Checking 
through our stringent order 
despatching procedures it shows that 
Mr Winfield-Pantoja’s order was 
despatched within the correct period 
and with the correct courier selected 
by Mr Winfield-Pantoja. Being 
despatched in the correct manner, 
this parcel should have arrived 10am 
the next day by Amtrak to Mr 
Winfield-Pantoja. 

“This is where we have 
encountered a breakdown in 
communication from our courier 
services. At this point the parcel was 
confirmed lost by Amtrak but they 
have failed to inform MicroDirect, so 
that we then could have re-shipped 
the goods to Mr Winfield-Pantoja. 

“I would like to apologise to Mr 
Winfield-Pantoja on behalf of Amtrak 
and MicroDirect for any 
inconvenience that this may have 
caused. And I can also assure that 
this is not a regular accordance at 
MicroDirect, and we do have very 
stringent checking procedures to 
ensure problems are kept at a 
minimum. We would like to offer Mr 
Winfield-Pantoja a full refund or the 
item he has ordered with a full 
refund for postage.” 


Judging by the speed it 
took to get to the bottom of it when I 
got through to the right person, this 
was Clearly a very simple problem 


indeed. Quite why MicroDirect took so 


long to deal with it when the customer 


called is a mystery. 


Less than Total Care 
Reader Charlie Markwick wrote to 
Campaign about a minor problem he 
was having with his Hewlett Packard 
multi-function printer. The problem he 
had proved in the end to be relatively 
easy to fix but the tech support Charlie 
got from HP wasn't able to help: 

‘A couple of weeks ago | bought an 
HP PSC 2510 All-in-One printer, as | had 
installed it for some clients and was 
seriously impressed with its range of 
features. All went well until | discovered 
that, although it says in the blurb you 
can set the number of rings for the fax 
to answer, this is only partly true as the 
options are actually preset, offering a 
choice of ‘no rings’, 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6 and 15. 
Because of my answerphone, which Is 


POSTAL ADDRESS 


Micro Direct Ltd 

275A Upper Brook Street 
Manchester 

M13 OHR 





CONTACT DETAILS 





Roger Gann 
campaign @pcplus.co.uk 


After qualifying as a solicitor, 
Roger Gann got suckered into 
the dark world of computer 
journalism and is now combining 
both these skills for your delight 








Your opinions count 


If you have a gripe with a company, 
a compliment for one, or even a 
suggestion for future Campaign 
topics, we want to hear from you. 

To help us help you, please include 
all appropriate reference/serial 
numbers and your full contact details. 


®© campaign@ pcplus.co.uk 
O Fax a printed letter to 
Campaign - 01225 732295 
M] Send a printed letter to: 
Campaign, PC Plus, 
Future Publishing, 
30 Monmouth Street, 
Bath BA1 2BW 


rorum | http://forum.pcplus.co.uk 


CONTACT 
Retail Sales 
Trade Sales 

Technical Support 


Customer Service 





Customer Service 


PLEASE NOTE that our phone lines are very busy. The fastest response 
by far for customer care issues is by email. 


Please email: customerservice @microdirect.co.uk 


lf you still wish to try the customer service line please click the link 


below : 


Customer Service 








With only five agents handling 400 calls a day on average, it’s no wonder 
MicroDirect recommends you email them rather than phone. 


Plus 231 | July 2005 





Some hidden 


programming is required 
if you want to adjust 
the number of rings on 
older PSC 2510s. 
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preset to answer on six rings (six being 
something of an industry standard as 
HP themselves point out), | have to set 
the PSC to answer ‘above’ six rings. The 
menu refuses to allow me to select 
either one or 15 rings despite both 
being a valid option. As it is very 
difficult to set aside time during the 
working day | posted a query on the 
website form.” 

He got several responses via the 
web service but none answered his 
question. Heres an example of the first 
response Charlie got: 

“Thank you for contacting HP Total 
Care. | understand that you would like 
to set answer machine below six rings 
on HP PSC 2510 All-in-One. | 
understand your frustration and can 
assist you in the best possible way to 
resolve the issue. 

"Charlie, | would like to 
acknowledge that the PSC 2510 set up 
with Distinctive Ring service in Australia 
might not answer a call within the 
defined number of rings. Some units 
do not answer at all. If a customer from 
Australia calls with either of these 
problems, the customer may need to 
adjust the low ring frequency 
parameter to 10. To enable the 
automatic fax answering system, 
please keep the Auto answer to 6.” 

And so it went on — Charlie replied 
and got an equally pointless response 
each time. He comments: 

“Lam now convinced that HP have 
achieved the dubious honour of 
having created helpdesk staff that are 
unable to pass the Turing Test - there is 
hope for computers yet!” 


Roger replies: Keen to get to the 
bottom of this problem, Charlie cut to 
the chase and got in touch with 
Campaign. | passed his problem over 
to Niki Hutchinson at HP’s PR 
company, Porter Novelli, who elicited 
this response from HP's ‘Total Care’ 
tech support. They emailed Charlie 
the solution to the problem, that 


IDUS 
Heart of Technology 


Support 


Support Download Member Award ASUS Club User Guide Contact ASUS 


How Long is My Warranty Coverage? 


Attention: Warranty period may not reflect warranty extension bought at point of purchase or local resellers. Please 
contact point of warranty extension purchase for services during extended warranty coverage. This warranty 


information does not apply to OEM products. 


Standard 


Product Warranty Warranty 


AIl ASUS motherboard purchased after November 1st, 1999 will carry 3 
year standard warranty services worldwide. One year limited warranty is 


Motherboard 3 years 


given to purchase made prior to this date. 


Note: Warranty void for user removing serial number sticker on the 
motherboard. 


ASUS notebook purchased after January 1st, 2002 will carry 2 year 
standard warranty services in mostterritories. Certain countries may 


Depending 


Notebook on territory 


offer shorter or extended warranty coverage. 


In North America, ASUS barebone notebooks purchased after January 


1st, 2003 will carry a 1 year standard warranty service. Extended 
warranty coverage may be avaible from some ASUS notebook dealers. 


All ASUS VGA cards purchased after January 1st, 2001 will carry 3 year 
VGA Card 3 years standard warranty services worldwide. One year limited warranty is 
given for purchase made prior to 2001. 


CD.DVD/-RW ROM 
Device 


Depending 
on territory 


ASUS ROM device will carry 1 year limited warranty in most territories. 
Certain countries will offer extended warranty coverage. 





A manufacturer's three-year warranty is normally a good thing but not when you have 
to pay a fortune for testing and shipping as one Asus mobo customer found out. 


entailed a minor bit of reconfiguring 
of the PSC. 

HP has identified the problem 
and has fixed it in all future models. 
By following the instructions below 
users will be able to increase the 
number of rings on the PSC 2510. 

Basically, all Charlie had to do 
was access a Special configuration 
menu on the PSC, one that’s not 
normally visible, by pressing the [*] 
and [#] keys on the PSC’s keypad 
simultaneously. HP then provided 
him with step-by-step instructions 
on how to set the ring parameter to 
the desired number of rings. So all's 
well that ends well, but why he 
wasn't told this simple fix at the 
outset remains unclear. 


Warranties and liabilities 
| got an interesting email from reader 
Tony Sykes complaining about poor 
service hes received from 
Overclockers.co.uk. Although I'm 
unable to provide a happy ending, | 
recount it in order to clarify the 
difference between your rights under 
legislation and those given by 
warranties. He writes: 

“| bought an Asus 
motherboard from 
Overclockers.co.uk under a 
three-year warranty August 
2003. After 15 months the 
motherboard became faulty in 
November 2004, but 
Overclockers refused to take 
this board back. | then 
contacted Asus UK and 

eventually Overclockers 
accepted it. However, they 
wanted £60 to return it to the 
Asus wholesaler, Microtronica UK. 
“After a few months in March 2005 
they sent me a B Grade replacement 
which arrived damaged. | returned it. 
They tested it and returned it damaged 


(with the same state bent pins) and 
charged me £20. They should have 
noticed the pins as the on/off switch 
goes through these. | have bought two 
other B Grade items from them and 
had to return them faulty. What really 
adds up is the postage: £50 for this 
plus £20 for the testing and nothing to 
show for it. | bought a replacement 
board in November but not from 
them!" 


Roger replies: So there are three 
parties here — the vendor, the 
wholesaler and the manufacturer. 
Who should Tony look to for a 
solution when his motherboard 
became defective? Under Sales of 
Goods legislation Tony’s first point of 
contact has to be the vendor, 
Overclockers.co.uk. Under UK law, it 
is liable for the goods it sells to 
consumers; there are no two ways 
about it. However, its liability isn't 
open-ended and definitely doesn't 
last forever. 

Although there is no stated 
specific time period you can expect 
something you buy to work for, it has 
to work for a reasonable period. Now 
some of you may think that 15 
months is a reasonable period for a 
motherboard to work for, but I'm not 
sure a court would find it that clear 
cut. | think Tony would only have a 
50 per cent chance of getting redress 
under our consumer protection 
legislation. So | think, on a balance 
of probabilities, Overclockers was 
within its rights not to take the board 
back from Tony. 

But luckily Tony had a three-year 
manufacturer's warranty. It's best to 
think of such a warranty as a bonus, 
giving you additional protection over 
and above your usual consumer 
rights. But warranties aren't covered 
by Sale of Goods legislation and as 








as ‘Used or repaired products, may 
be missing packaging cables or 
accessories. All items have a 14-day 
warranty from point of receipt”. 

I suspect that, by declaring faults 
upfront, this will greatly dilute your 
rights under the Sale of Goods Act 
legislation. Personally, | think you're 
asking for trouble by opting for B 
Grade kit and the minimal saving a 
you make isn't worth the potential AC N 


grief you may experience. PCP L = 
Lt `Y s 
i 
% 
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called Microtronica UK. Clearly Tony 
was badly treated here, first being 
fobbed off with a defective second- 
rate replacement and then hit for 
£70. In my opinion Tony should not 
have had to pay anything at all in 
order to make a warranty claim. 
Incidentally, | would strongly urge 
other readers to think carefully 
before buying so-called ‘B Grade’ 
stock, as Tony subsequently did. 
Overclockers describe B Grade stock 


the consumer has no contractual link 
with the manufacturer, it's hard to 
legally enforce them. 

Certainly in this case, the 
warranty has nothing to do with the 
vendor, it's strictly between the 
manufacturer and the customer, 
which again leaves the vendor, 
Overclockers, out of the frame. 

So Tony's real beef concerns the 
poor attitude of Asus and its 
representative in the UK, a distributor 





GOOD GUYS OF THE MONTH 





Netgear, DSL Warehouse 
and Penguin 


This month, customer service champions are 
nominated by our readers 


Netgear and DSL Warehouse 

Next up, reader lan Griffiths deals us two Good Guy nominations for the 
price of one, DSL Warehouse and Netgear. He had some initial hassles but 
these were soon rectified. But let lan tell the story: 

“I was interested in installing an 802.11g network for my home and came 
across the www.dsl-warehouse.co.uk website. | was about to order a 
bundle that | thought would suit me and noticed their ‘Live Assistance’ link. | 
went online and the assistant (Dominic) very quickly ascertained that | 
needed a particular router and adapter to suit my DSL connection to AOL as 
the one | had selected would not work. A quick check on their site gave an 
out of stock’ response and another quick check with Dominic showed that 
they were, in fact, in stock and if | ordered now (Friday evening) | would 
have the goods on Monday. One hit to the credit card later and the goods 
did in fact arrive on Monday. | then experienced problems with connections 
to certain sites, so it was back to Dominic, who late into Tuesday evening 
talked me through some solutions with an eventual result. He was unable 
to help me with a hardware conflict problem, between my laptop and the 
Wi-Fi PC Card, but that's the other half of story, 

"| left an email message on the Netgear support website with a 
description of the problem and received a reply the next morning, telling me 
that they needed to swap the card for another model. A phone call to the 
number given and two hours later, | had an email with a returns label and 
an RMA number. The card was duly posted and five days later | had a new 
PC Card which works fine. 

"| have bought goods from many different suppliers both online and in 
shops and whenever there have been problems they have not been 
resolved in anything like the efficient and helpful way these two companies 
did. In a cut-throat IT sales world, it’s the customer support, that in my view 
will go a long way in assuring the longevity of a company. It'S now my 
policy to use companies that have a good customer support rather than the 
cheapest. Time and time again this has shown that perhaps paying a little 
extra pays dividends in the long run.” 


Roger replies: | have to agree with lan. We're all tempted to go for the 
very lowest prices and this is fine until something goes wrong and you 
then wish you'd paid a little more. It took me two months to get a 
refund from a supplier, which is 59 days too long in my book. But hey, 
they were cheap! 


Penguin Computer Services 

Once again were overwhelmed with Good Guy nominations in the 
Campaign mailbag and so we've included another for your delectation this 
month. Increasingly lm seeing more and more readers writing to Campaign, 
unhappy with the service they receive from web hosting and other Internet 
service companies. Generally, such outfits tend to be virtually an automated 
system and getting to speak to a human to resolve a problem can be a 
challenge in itself. But not with the company recommended by reader Stuart 








> - 
Bond. He writes: » * 

“On recent : 
occasions fellow | 
readers have had cause 
to highlight problems 
with their hosting 
companies; ld like to 
mention the excellent 
customer support | continue 
to receive from Penguin 
Computer Services (http://pcs-net.com). 

"| had a problem with an exploit undertaken in phpbb (the forum 
software | use), which was planted prior to upgrade to version 2.0.11. Penguin 
Computer Services had rapidly advised clients of the vulnerability in previous 
versions but still provided a period of grace to allow us to upgrade. Some 
weeks after the upgrade, the exploit was executed and resulted in the need 
to delete and reinstall my site (www.godmanchester.net). Again, Penguin 
Computer Service advised of the problem and increased the monthly 
bandwidth at no cost, to allow for the extra traffic, which had resulted from 
the exploit redirection and for me to upload the site again. 

“They also provided advice on what had happened and checked the 
account for residual items to ensure all was safe. So my site was back and 
running very quickly indeed. When it came to reinstalling phpbb | had some 
major problems due to an error in my configuration, as | had the wrong 
prefix for the tables so it would not access the original database. 

“Rather than simply telling me to go sort it out, they pulled information 
from their back-ups, checked through the configuration and put the forum 
back in place and even ensured the preferred theme was also reinstated. 
The company provided an excellent level of support and all the above is for 
the princely sum of £10 a year, which includes numerous features that others 
charge for! Certainly they get my recommendation to anyone looking for 
good value hosting with real customer support. 


It's frustrating when you buy 
something and it doesn’t work. So 
it’s nice when the vendor replaces it 

on the spot, as Netgear has done. 





Roger replies: Unlike some hosting companies, it just goes to show that 
you can still pay peanuts and not get monkeys! 
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Yes, it's possible to get good service at bargain-basement price, if you go to the 
right hosting service. Penguin Computer Services was highly rated by a reader. 
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S| MOVING TO 64-BIT 





Do you a want faster, bigger, 
smarter PC? Of course you do. 
Richard Wentk finds out what life 
will be like when hes 64 


Illustration: Simon Parr 


PCPlus 231 | July 2005 


MOVING TO 64-BIT 
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Richard Wentk 


richard.wentk@futurenet.co.uk 


With 20 years of experience 
in IT, Richard is more than 
qualified to talk about the 

long awaited move to 64-bit 


t long last the 64-bit 
masterplan that has 
been evolving for the 
last few years is 
starting to come 
together. Microsoft's new Windows 
XP x64 OS has finally arrived to 
support the 64-bit hardware that 
has been available from Intel and 
AMD for some time now. But there’s 
still a lot of confusion about how 
best to make the move, and what it 
means to a typical PC user. So 
what’s involved? And is it worth 


CBYTEDYNE 64 OOD a 
| to) 


The hard option 





ALD 
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Q A: The news on the hardware front is that the 
upgrade process is relatively painless. 
Aside from the processor, 64-bit doesn’t 
need any uniquely different hardware. 
Some older motherboards will even accept 
a 64-bit processor without any 
modifications. In the AMD world most 
Socket 754 motherboards will accept an 
Athlon 64 as well as an older 32-bit 
processor. The newer 64-bit friendly format 
is called Socket 939, and will accept a 939- 
pin Athlon 64 or Athlon FX. (There's also 
the older Socket 940 for FX-51 and FX-53 
models, but this is now obsolete.) 

However, not all motherboards are 
equally happy with the newer 64-bit 
processors, especially at faster speeds. 
AMD's website includes a comprehensive 
list of motherboards that have been tested 
and approved for each processor, and it’s 
well worth checking to see which 
combinations are listed before you get out 
your credit card. 

At the higher end all Opteron 
processors are 64-bit ready. This raises the 
performance issue. If you're interested in 
64-bit you're interested in raw speed, so 
which processor model should you go for? 
Based on various benchmarks - a good 
source is the Spec site at www.spec.org - 
an Athlon FX-55 is around 10 per cent 
faster than an Athlon 64 4000+. The top 
Opteron models will be slightly faster 
again. For most applications this doesn’t 
translate to a huge performance increase, 
so unless money is no object you 
can use an Athlon 64 4000+ without => 
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What is 64-bit? 


Both Intel and AMD 64-bit processors use 
the same underlying processor model. This 
is very similar to the old 32-bit model, with 
simple but significant extensions. 

Externally the main difference is that the 
memory data bus is now 128-bits wide. 
With suitable matched memory hardware 
this can double the memory bandwidth of 
a system. Inside the processor the old 32- 
bit register set has been extended both 
horizontally and vertically. There are twice 
as many main registers and they're twice 
as wide. There're also an extra eight 128-bit 
registers to support multimedia (XMM) 
instructions, bringing the total to 16. The 
address space has also been extended, 
with 64-bit mapping to up to 52-bit 
physical address. For backwards 
compatibility there's a 32-bit mode, which 
makes it possible to slot a 64-bit processor 
into a 32-bit system. 

So what does this mean in practice? Ina 
best case scenario the new register model 
improves calculation speed and efficiency 
and the added memory bandwidth means 
that getting data from memory causes less 
of a slow-down. How often this ideal state 
is reached in real software depends on the 
quality of the compiler and how good it is 
at keeping variables in registers, instead of 
main memory. It also depends on how 
carefully programmers code. In a worst 
case scenario there will be very little 
difference between 32-bit and 64-bit 
performance, because the processor will 
spend most of its time moving bytes and 
words to and from memory and operating 
on them individually. So the 64-bit 
extensions will effectively be wasted. 

In the real world, this translates to 
significant possible gains in multimedia 
applications, as long as they're coded 
carefully. And almost none at all for more 
traditional email and office applications. 


Application-Programming Register Set 


64-Bit Media and 


General-Purpose 
Floating-Point Registers 


Registers (GPRs) 
RAX MMXO0/FPRO 
RBX MMX1/FPR1 
RCX MMX2/FPR2 
RDX MMX3/FPR3 
RBP MMX4/FPR4 
RSI MMX5/FPR5 
RDI MMX6/FPR6 
RSP MMX7/FPR7 
R8 
R9 
R10 Flags Register 


eiO [o [eass] rtacs 


au 63 0 
R13 


R4 Instruction Pointer 


RIS RIP 


63 0 63 0 127 


[| Legacy x86 registers, supported in all modes 


128-Bit Media 


MOVING TO 64-BIT 


losing sleep over performance. If cost isn’t an 
issue a multiprocessor Opteron workstation is 
hard to beat. 

In the Intel world the latest 6xx series of 
Pentium 4 family chips and the Extreme Edition 
have the 64-bit extensions, as do current Xeons at 
the server end. Current Socket 775 motherboards 
should be compatible with the 64-bit Pentium 
range. Intel only lists its own motherboards on its 
website, so it’s a smart move to check for 
compatibility by referring to the manufacturers’ 
websites instead. In performance terms Intel’s 
and AMD’s ranges are broadly comparable, with 
neither currently offering stand-out performance 
in any segment of the market. Although Opterons 
seem to be slightly faster than Xeons at the high- 
end. Deciding which to go for is a matter of cost, 
availability, convenience and motherboard 
features, and on this basis an AMD FX-55 seems 
to offer better value than a Pentium Extreme 
Edition. However, both are specialised items with 
specialised prices that are already far above that 
of the mainstream. 

Performance from other system components is 
no more critical than it is for a 32-bit system. Fast 
memory makes a slight but not huge difference to 
performance. Vendor hype aside, the reality is 
that an efficient cache effectively decouples 
memory from the processor. As long as memory 
is fast enough to keep up there’s little point in 
paying extra for extra bandwidth. Meanwhile 
disks and graphics 
cards are limited by 
current bus 
technologies, so 64-bit 
doesn’t offer much of 
an advantage here. A 
faster processor means 
that any IDE-based 
disk systems will get a 
speed hike, but ATA 
and SATA technology 
still send information 
to and from the disk a 
16-bit word at a time, 
and this remains a 
fundamental 
bottleneck that 64-bit 
doesn’t address. 


Registers 


Application-programming registers also include the 


128-bit media control-and-status register and the 


al Register extension, supported in 64-bit mode 


Internally 64-bit looks a like 32-bit. It's just bigger. And there’s more of it. 
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x87 tag-word, control-word, and status-word registers 


Going soft 
What about software? 
64-bit versions of 


Will it or won't it go faster in a 64-bit 
environment? So far, mostly it won't. 


LI fe. © ib.) 





Linux and Linux applications have been around 
for about a year now. A detailed survey would 
require an article of its own, so we'll just mention 
that because the Linux environment is more DIY- 
oriented, it’s relatively easy to roll your own 64-bit 
applications by compiling source code with a 64- 
bit switch enabled. For best results, code has to be 
hand-optimised, which is rather more time- 
consuming and requires a lot more skill. But if 
you want a taste of 64-bit and can live with the 
rather rough edges that are still offered by many 
Linux applications, the Linux environment is well 
worth investigating. 

In the world of Windows the big news is the 
arrival of Windows XP x64 (reviewed last issue). 
In a press briefing in April group program 
manager Clyde Rodriguez explained that the 
easiest way to get hold of the new operating 
system is to buy a new PC with it preinstalled. 
This covers the new PC market, but what about 
existing owners? According to Rodriguez there 
will be no separate boxed product, so you won't 
be able to buy a copy at your local PC store. 

However, Rodriguez added that it was ‘well 
known’ that many OEMs would supply a 
Windows licence with certain Microsoft hardware. 
So supposedly if you buy a Microsoft mouse, you 
can get Windows XP x64 for free just by asking for 
a licence. This is possibly more of a US practice 
than a UK one, and time will tell if it’s an 
approach that UK OEMs will be able to 
understand and appreciate. 

In the meantime there’s the Microsofts 
Technology Advancement Program. If you bought 
your PC after 31 March 2003, you're eligible for an 
upgrade CD. According to Rodriguez you can get 
this from your reseller. Or if you put your PC 
together yourself you can buy a CD from the 
Microsoft website for $22 including postage to the 
UK. (See http://www.microsoft.com/ 
windowsxp/64bit/upgrade/default.mspx). 
However, there doesn’t appear to be a 
downloadable option at this time. Note also that 
the website asks you to enter a valid Certificate of 
Authenticity or Product ID, so if you mistakenly 
threw those out when you bought your Windows 
XP Pro package, you're completely out of luck. 
Note also that by upgrading to Windows x64, your 
old Windows XP Pro licence becomes invalid, as 
it’s not included in the scheme. If you're using 
Windows XP Home Edition, it seems that the only 
way you can upgrade to Windows x64 is to buy a 
new PC. 


MOVING TO 64-BIT 





Client vs server vs Linux 


The 64-bit OS isn’t just a desktop phenomenon. At the same time as Microsoft rolled out its client version of 
Windows XP x64, it also announced 64-bit enabled versions of the Windows Server 2003 range. As with the desktop 
version these will be supplied with new server hardware. And also as with the desktop version upgrades from older 
versions of Server 2003 seem difficult at best and impossible at worst, although given the way that servers are 
installed, this may be less problematic for IT managers. 

In fact 64-bit technology makes a lot more sense in this part of the market than it does on the desktop. Breaking 
through the 4GB memory barrier means that server hardware can keep more processes in memory and spend less 
time swapping to disk. The speed benefits will be obvious and 
dramatic. The 64-bit versions of Server 2003 are also better 
suited to multiprocessor systems. The desktop version of 
Windows x64 is limited to two processors. Some versions of 
Server 2003 can support up to sixty-four. Most readers of this 


magazine won't be building their own processor farm 


supercomputer systems, but a quad-processor system for the 
desktop isn't that far fetched, surely. Unfortunately, Windows XP 
x64 Pro won't support it. And in general as multicore systems 


become more common, it won't be until Longhorn, if then, that OS 


support for them will become solid. 


F2003 


Wits 


Enterornse Edition 


The irony for Microsoft is that Linux is far ahead in the 64-bit 
stakes. If you want ultimate 64-bit performance, put together a 
Linux system and recompile your number crunching or graphics 
applications to take advantage of the speed difference. 
Multiprocessor support is also much easier to arrange. Of course, 
not everyone likes Linux or the software available for it. And 
even fewer users want to spend their time fiddling with 


compilation switches and small bugs. Still, it remains true that if 
you want the best 64-bit can offer now, you'll get more from 


Linux than from any other environment. 


Getting it on 

Assuming you can get hold of the product, the 
next hurdle is the installation process. It’s 
important to understand that Windows x64 


requires a clean install, and will format your main 


system disk before installing itself. So if you were 
hoping to be able to upgrade your PC and keep 
all your existing settings and software - you can't. 
This is going to give many users pause for 
thought, because it means a new round of 
installations and for many high-end products, a 
tedious round of licence reauthorisations too. 


Ww Any 


Linux is currently far more 64-bit friendly than 
Windows, but some assembly may be required. 





nothing. The irony here is that Windows x64 
includes support for processor-level antivirus 
protection. Unfortunately it’s not going to be fully 
effective until antivirus tools that support this 
feature arrive on the scene. 

Other applications seem to work more 
successfully. 16-bit applications are the biggest 
casualty, so if you have anything left over from 
the DOS and Windows 3.1 era, now’s the time to 
finally say goodbye to it. In the 32-bit world, only 
a few oddities like Adobe Acrobat 5 and Ahead 
Nero seem to cause problems, and the latter can 


product that hooks directly into 


the 32-bit kernel will no longer work, 
especially antivirus and firewalls.” 


Once Windows x64 is installed and working, 
compatibility with older 32-bit software is 
generally good. But according to Microsoft, any 
product that hooks directly into the old 32-bit 
kernel will no longer work. This is especially 
relevant to antivirus and security tools like 
firewalls, which work by trapping kernel-level 
accesses. Antivirus software vendors are working 
hard to produce 64-bit versions of their products. 
Norton is available already, but only to buyers of 
the corporate version. 

Desktop versions of antivirus products are 
unlikely to become available for another six 
months or so. Currently only avast! antivirus 
(never anyone’s favourite AV tool) offers true 64- 
bit kernel support. So the alternatives for 
Windows XP x64 users seem to be avast! or 


be fixed with a patch. iTunes can allegedly be 
rather temperamental too, although this seems to 
be a driver issue - more about this later on. 

It’s important to understand that current 32-bit 
software will run at 32-bit speeds in a Windows 
XP x64 environment. To see the benefits of 64-bit 
you'll need true 64-bit applications, and these are 
still very thin on the ground for now. Cakewalk, 
Avid, Softimage and various others have 
promised that native 64-bit versions of their 
products will appear over the next year or so. But 
for now the list of true 64-bit products includes 
Adobe’s Creative Suite 2, and Steinberg’s Cubase 
SX3 and Nuendo 3. And in the freeware world 
there’s also a 64-bit version of the popular 3D 
tool POVRay. The dilemma for games 
companies is that releasing 64-bit versions => 
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DOs and DON'Ts 


>> DON’T assume you can upgrade 
to x64 without a complete 
reinstall — because you can't. 


>> DON'T forget upgrades are only 
available for Windows XP Pro 
users. If you're running Windows 
XP Home, you're out of luck. 





You may have 64-bit ready 
hardware already. But you won't 
be able to use it unless you can 
also find 64-bit drivers. 





>> DON'T forget that old 16-bit apps 


won't work any more in Windows -À 
XP x64. 
>> DO understand that any 32-bit 
software that hooks into the will increase performance but potentially limit comprehensive list of drivers from the bigger 
kernel, such as security tools like sales. So far the games sector has been very quiet names in the business - Epson, HP, Nvidia, 
anevitus and f irewalls aren't about 64-bit. There’s no doubt it will have to Matrox, ATi, Logitech, and so on (the full list is 
a EN ON EAG, make the move eventually, but it’s not yet clear here: www.cdrinfo.com/Forum/tm.asp?m=10 
>> DO check 64-bit drivers are when. Game compatibility is also good, so Half 6657 &mpage=1&#106817). Middle-of-the-road 
available for all of your hardware Life 2, Doom 3 and other classics seem to work hardware including the most common graphics 
before you try to upgrade. happily within the new OS; although once again, cards, sound cards, mice and printers should 
without any speed or performance benefits. work out of the box. But if you have anything 
more exotic, like a motherboard with a RAID 
Driver dilemma array, a graphics tablet, an unusual monitor, or a 
One possible reason for delays is that Windows digital camera with its own drivers, your hardware 
XP x64 needs completely new drivers. None of probably won't work. In fact given the uncertain 
your existing hardware will work without them. status of 64-bit driver development - developing 


The final release of Windows XP x64 includes a new drivers is a major commitment for 


manufacturers - it’s possible your hardware will 
never work in a 64-bit environment. Some 
companies like M-Audio in the audio world have 
made sure they’re not left behind by aggressively 
developing new drivers. But others are dawdling, 
and if you rely on a certain hardware item you'll 
need to be sure drivers are available before trying 
to upgrade. 

For many owners, this will be the show- 
stopper. There’s no point upgrading to the new 
Windows and then finding your camera, modem 
or soundcard no longer work, and that it’s not 
clear when or even if drivers will be released for 
them. If you use your PC for media work, the 
driver issue can’t be emphasised enough. High- 
end printers, colour profiling tools, MIDI and 
audio interfaces, and video system components 
all have question marks over them. 

It’s also a very relevant issue for laptop and 
desktop owners with system components that are 
more than a couple of years old. Put simply, you 
shouldn’t consider upgrading until you've 
inventoried all the components in your PC and 
laptop and made sure drivers are available for all 
of them. If you don’t do this, some or all of your 
hardware may not work after the upgrade. 


The 64-bit question 

But the real question is: do you want to make the 
change? Strategically there’s a feeling the big 
players have dropped the ball with this roll-out. 

In theory, 64-bit offers supercomputer power in a 
desktop form factor, and the biggest interest 
should have come from 3D, media creation and 
scientific applications. A smart strategy would 
have been for Intel, AMD and Microsoft to set this 
level buzzing with compatible hardware and 
software before they started knocking on the door 
of the mainstream market. 

Realistically, no home user today needs 4GB 
of working memory. But in the professional media 
world, being able to keep long sections of video or 
even an entire DVD project in main memory 
offers huge potential. A concerted effort at this 
high-end could have created the kind of glamour 
around 64-bit that the Silicon Graphics brand 
had in this niche ten years ago. From there 
gaming spin-offs could easily have created a way 
in for the home user, with improved performance 
matching the power of highly pipelined graphics 
cards to offer new levels of detail and realism. 

Instead, what we have are two technologies - 
64-bit processing and a 64-bit OS - aimed rather 
uncertainly at the desktop, and looking around 
rather sheepishly for applications and wobbling 
because of patchy driver support. Hardware 
support is limited in exactly the media-related 
and scientific areas where it should be strongest. 
Adobe’s CS 2 is the only candidate that resembles 
a killer app, and while it’s going to sell well to the 
creative set, the 64-bit features don’t quite add up 
to a must-buy for anyone using an older version. 
Only those who want to stay at the bleeding edge 
will have much of an incentive to change. In fact, 
given that a complete reinstall is required and 
there’s no way to clone a working 32-bit system to 
a new 64-bit machine, there’s a significant 
disincentive. Even more so given the uncertainty 
around driver support. 

So instead of gung-ho market-wide 
enthusiasm, Microsoft has been frank about what 
this iteration of 64-bit means on the desktop, and 
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How different are AMD's and Intel's take on 64-bit 
technology? Intel of course developed Itanium as 
its first take on 64-bit, but it's clear now that 
Itanium is unlikely to put in an appearance on the 
desktop any time soon. Instead, Intel has 
borrowed AMD's extended 64-bit specification, 
which is known in the industry as EMT64. This 
produces a processor that looks very much like 
an older 32-bit chip, but with a few relatively 
simple enhancements. (See the ‘What is 64-bit?’ 
boxout for details). Because Intel and AMD are 
using the same programming model, there should 





be no issues with software compatibility. So are 
the two families identical? Not quite. AMD hasn't 
introduced Intel's new media friendly SSE3 
instructions on all of its 64-bit chips. And there's 
no support from AMD for HyperThreading. 
However SSE3 is set to become a standard feature 
on all of its newer chips from this year. And 
HyperThreading only makes a small difference for 
certain applications. The bottom line is that 
functionally the two ranges are more or less 
interchangeable and equivalent, and neither has 
the technical edge. 


There are differences within processor lines - the FX and Extreme Editions are marginally faster 
than the rest - but the core 64-bit technology used by both Intel and AMD is identical. 


how it’s viewed in Redmond as a slipstream 
release. Enthusiasts who don’t mind solving 
problems will be interested now, and media 
professionals will pay more attention when new 
64-bit products appear. For developers it offers a 
chance to start to work on new 64-bit applications 
- with the proviso that Longhorn will be here 
soon, and any new product cycle will only last a 
year or so. For everyone else, the benefits of 
upgrading are less clear cut. 

So overall, while we'd love to be shouting the 
wonders of 64-bit from the rooftops and telling 
everyone that it’s a great idea to upgrade right 
now, but we're not going to do that. It certainly will 
be a great idea to upgrade eventually, but our 
suggested strategy for anyone who wants to use 
64-bit seriously instead of just playing with it is to 
make the change gradually. Because there’s no 
upgrade path on a single machine, the smoothest 
and easiest way to make the transition is by 
running a new 64-bit machine next to a 32-bit 
machine, and moving data and applications 
across slowly. This isn’t an upgrade for a single 
afternoon: it’s more an extended process that can 
take a few weeks of spare time driver checking, 
copying and reinstallation. And if you rely on 
specialized hardware to get a job done, your first 
step should be to check for driver availability. This 
applies equally to old and new hardware, and 
especially to motherboards with special features 
that may be compatible with 64-bit processors, but 
may not yet have 64-bit driver support. If you're a 
gamer or enthusiast the best way to get your hands 
on 64-bit is to buy a completely new system from 
a reseller with all the drivers supplied, so you can 
be up and running with the least effort. Don’t 
assume 64-bit will turn your PC into a gaming 
powerhouse, because even with Windows XP x64 
it won't — at least, not yet. And if you're building a 
new system from scratch, to be honest, the best of 
luck to you. All of the issues mean this isn’t a path 
to be taken by the fainthearted. PCP 





Comparison of 64-bit 
& 32-bit architectures 





64-bit mostly means more available memory. 
Here are the differences between the versions: 














Physical memory 128GB 4GB 
Virtual memory 161B 4GB 
Paging file 512TB 16TB 
Paged pool 128GB 470MB 
Nonpaged pool 128GB 256MB 
System cache 1TB 1GB 
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Aftersyears»of conjecture, the 
time for Online civics has 
arrived. Let Davey Winder 
show you what to expect 


ay back in March 1991, it 
was proposed that all 
Government services, 
both to the citizen and to 
business, should be 
available ‘electronically’ no later than the 
end of 2008. In March 2000, Tony Blair 
brought that target date forward to the 31 
December 2005. But just how far has e- 
government actually come in achieving this 
now that Labour is in its third term in office 
and the deadline is rapidly approaching? 


Government direct 
PA | When Blair speaks of e-government he’s not only 
Davey Winder d referring to public services, such as submitting tax 
returns, making planning applications, applying for a 
passport or paying your council tax. He’s 


Davey is an award-winning j also talking about behind the scenes => 
technology journalist.and a 

founder member of the 
Internet Society of England 


davey @happygeek.com 





Illustrations: Stuart Harrison 
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In South Yorkshire (www.sycop. 
gov.uk), you can already choose 
from a wide range of online 
services, including making GP 
appointments in certain areas. 


“88 per cent of already 
Internet savvy 
are completely unaware 
of the drive towards 

e-government 


Quarterly Electronic Service 
Delivery (ESD) progress reports 
from the e-Government Unit 
mysteriously finished with the last 
covering the period to June 2004. 
This revealed that of the 657 
services from central government 
departments, only 76 per cent 
(494) had been successfully ‘e- 
enabled’. The most recent 
communication from the Cabinet 
Office on the subject came on 13 
December 2004 when they 
announced that 96 per cent of 
Government services would hit 
the end of year target. 

Given that between March 
2004 and that last report in June 
2004 the figure only climbed from 
74 per cent to 76 per cent, some 
might say that this is wishful 
thinking. Indeed, whereas the 
Cabinet Office says that the Blair 
2005 target will be almost met, 
assuming that the 96 per cent 
figure is achieved, others could 
argue that it has been missed. 

Local government isn't doing 
much better according to the ‘UK 
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elements, which see the inter-connection of 
government departments enabling secure 
communications and transactions: the so-called 
joined up working’ concept. And it’s not all about 
providing a more open government either; much 
of the drive is concerned with saving money. 
Understandably so, when you look at Ireland, 
where they have managed to save more than 
£400,000 on costs for paper and postage, as 
nearly half of income tax returns are filed online. 
However, the worrying thing is that according 
to newly published research by ntl, some 88 per 
cent of already Internet savvy 
people are completely unaware of 
the drive towards e-government. Of 
the 12 per cent that have heard of 
it, only 8 per cent use online 
government services regularly. Not 
that it’s all bad news. The same 
survey suggests that two thirds of 
us would like to pay our taxes, 
access information and even vote 


National Strategy for Local e- 
Government’ report published by 
the Office of the Deputy Prime 
Minister on 4 March this year. 
Although this shows an 
improvement on the 59 per 

cent availability a year ago, 

the average council is still 

only 79 per cent e-enabled. 

It might sound that we're 
being a bit unfair here. The 
report reveals that within 100 
councils you can now go online 
to submit a planning application, 


online - assuming they knew the services were 
available of course! And the services are 
increasingly available. The European Commission 
published the results of a survey, carried out at 
the end of 2004, into the availability of public 
services across the EU. The UK finished a 
respectable joint third (along with Ireland), 
behind Austria and Sweden. The report used a 
sophistication index, which was based upon 
scoring services dependant upon how much 
could be carried out online. The average score 
across the EU was 65 per cent, and the UK scored 
a very credible 84 per cent. 


The Directgov gateway 

All you need to benefit from e-government is a 
web browser and Directgov (www.direct.gov. 
uk). Think of this as your gateway to government 
services, lots of them, and all easy enough to find. 
Site navigation is arranged by audience groups 
such as ‘disabled people and carers’ or ‘parents’, 
or if you prefer you can take the topic route by 
browsing under the headings such as 
‘employment or ‘motoring’. 

Whichever route you do take, you are likely to 
be faced with something of a dichotomy of 
content. On the one hand there’s no doubting the 
sheer volume of static information that’s available, 
but to get to the real e-government interactive stuff 
you have to follow the ‘do it online’ link, which 
transports you to a much reduced selection. In 
the case of the motorist, this means being able to 
download PDF versions of various forms and 
leaflets, book your driving test and even take a 
mock theory test. You're also able to search the 
vehicle recalls database, buy a personalised 
number plate and report an unlicensed vehicle. 

The more you dig down through Directgov the 


We are already there 


We will meet the 
2005 deadlines 


We will meet the 
objectives by 2008 


We will meet the 
objectives after 2008 


adhford.gov.uk) in Kent 
won an e-government 
National Award earlier this 
year for its website: so what 
does it offer? You can report 
potholes, graffiti, vandalism 


check your council tax balance or 
calculate benefits owing. However, 
seeing as there are some 410 local 
authorities in England and Wales 
alone, sod's law is that your 
council isn't among those 100 and 
even if it is, that you want to do 
something that isn't available 
online. But these are all ‘official’ 
figures. Independent research is 
less flattering. The most recent 
survey from ILOG (a business 
software vendor) published in 
March 2005, reports that 23 per 
cent of all public sector 


organisations admitted that they 
would miss the 2005 deadline, 10 
per cent had already met it and 
the remaining 67 per cent were 
confident they would meet the 
deadline by the end of the year. 
If you are lucky enough to have 
a council that's keeping up with 
the times, what kind of services 
can you expect to find online? 
Ashford Borough Council (www. 


and more via the website. Then 
there's the settlement of your 
council tax bill, rent and even 
parking fines using secure online 
payments. The provision of digital 
maps show local facilities, 
planning applications, and a 
calculation of refuse collections 
based upon the items you are 
disposing of add to the list. The 
availability of council publications 
and application forms online is 
more practical, as is the online 
benefits calculator. 
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more online services are revealed, and it’s 
actually a very impressive service, whether you 
want to apply for a new passport or report 
suspected terrorist activity direct to MI5. But real 
e-government isn’t just about access to 

various services; it’s also about access to your 
very own elected representatives. 


They work for you 

For a long time the only way for the general 
public to keep tabs on what their elected 
representatives were up to was to read the 
newspapers. Of course, what the papers cover 
and how they report that coverage depends on 
the political stance they take at any given time. 
The same can be said of radio and television 
political news coverage in general. It wasn’t until 
2 November 1989 that things started to change 
with the televised broadcasting (www. 
parliamentlive.tv) of proceedings in the House 
of Commons. But just how empowering to the 
individual this is, is open to debate. After all, who 
has the time, will or lack of a social life to want to 
watch hours of boring speeches, on the off 
chance their MP might say something interesting? 

The web, of course, changes all of that. First 
there was the online version of Hansard, the 
official publication which records every utterance 
by every MP in parliament. The Commons 
Hansard (www.parliament.uk/hansard) 
provides edited proceedings where repetitions 
and ‘redundancies’ are removed, along with 
obvious mistakes, so MPs may seem to make 
more sense than usual. Unfortunately, this still 
leaves an awful lot of irrelevant material to wade 
through, and with Hansard entries appearing 
daily on the web at 8am, we do mean a lot. The 
on-site search engine helps if you have a 
particular subject to research, but even this isn’t 
as easy to use as Google. 

This is where TheyWorkForYou (www. 
theyworkforyou.com) comes in to fill the gap 
in so many ways. At its core are the proceedings 
from Hansard, going back to 2001 in fact, but 
they’re accessible in a way that actually makes 
sense in that simple ‘Googlified’ way. For a start, 
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The just launched ‘mylocal’ 
service, providing instant access 
to the government Directgov 
website, is now available on 
3,000 touch-screen terminals 


across the UK. The kiosks, known 
as ‘itboxes’, can already be found 
in pubs, clubs and betting shops 
but the new launch will see them 
in post offices, hospitals and 
libraries as well. 


you can find out more about your MPs, even if 
you don’t know who they are, by simply entering 
your postcode. Along with a photograph, you get 
details of their majority at the last election, plus a 
performance record that reveals how many 
debates they have spoken in, how many written 
questions they have asked and how many votes 
they have attended. All of this is set in a ‘league 
table’ which shows their relative performance in 
each one of the categories when set against all 
659 MPs. 

Things get even more interesting as you scroll 
down the results and discover details from the 
‘Register of Members’ Interests’ for your MP, and > 


g Revenue Tax Credits Ünline 
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Not only is the Inland 
Revenue happy to take 
your money online, but it 
also has e-form filing for 
benefits such as Tax Credits. 
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>> Online voting 


David Hopkins chairs the All Party E- 
democracy Group, and told us e-voting is a 
gimmick and e-democracy is about 
accountability, transparency and interaction 
with voters: a conclusion that we have to 
agree with, especially when security issues 
are taken into account. We all know how 
easy it is to take down even the largest 
commercial servers with a well aimed denial 
of service attack, or release of a new worm 
at an as yet undefended target. This is 
costly and damaging in the world of 
business, but catastrophic when thought of 
terms of an General Election. And don't 
think that we're being fanciful or 
obstructive for the sake of it here; just look 
at the American experience. In the US, 
electronic voting is already a reality, but just 
last year a well-respected writer and 
activist managed to hack her way into a 
voting database and prove it was possible to 
alter the results. Her tools for this 
potentially nation threatening attack? No 
more than Microsoft Access courtesy of 
inadequate directory password protection, 
and made worse by an unsecured audit log 
so any determined hack could not only 
change the vote but also erase any evidence 
of doing so. 
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his/her expense claims dating 
back to 2001. To round things off 
there are links that let you send a 
message to MPs, get an email 
whenever they speak in 
parliament, go to their website, 
reveal previous candidacies and 
their political career, as well as get 
the full election results for their 
general constituency. 

WriteloThem (www. 
writetothem.com) is the 
successor to the innovative and 
successful Fax YourMP service. It 
takes the idea of making contact 
with your elected representative a 
step further in as far as it 
includes councilors, MEPs (European 
Parliament), MSPs (Scottish Parliament), London 
and Welsh Assembly members as well as MPs. 
Much the same as TheyWorkForYou, everything 
is made as simple as possible and starts with the 
entry of a postcode; from these results you can 
choose the representative you wish to contact. 

As well as an email, a fax will get sent to those 
without email addresses, or those who don’t 
appear to be actively checking their email 
(WriteToThem emails the sender 14 days after the 
message is sent, asking if they’ve had a reply). 
Despite this being the 21st century, many MPs 
still rely on paper-based filing systems and so 
faxes are easier for them to deal with (quite why 
they can’t press ‘print when they email arrives is 
beyond us though). Even if you don’t want to 
email or fax your MP, it’s worth visiting the site 
just for the excellent help section, which 
dispenses advice on who you should write to 
regarding a certain subject, as well as detailing 
the best ways of getting 
your message across. 








NOSN 


Vehicle & Operator Services Agency 


Vehicle Recalls Search 


Start Date :[January ”] [1998 | 
End Date :| March | [2005 | 
Make :| JAGUAR v | 


modai: S 
Sort Order :[Launcn ote 
Sort Direction :[Ascending =] 
Retrieve ‘fo results per page 
Search | 


About Recalls | Search Help | Code of Practice | Back 


One of the online services from the Vehicle and Operator Services 
Agency (www.vosa.gov.uk) is this recalls database. It’s particularly 
ideal if you have just bought a second hand car. 


that this should come as much of a surprise, 
considering how little contact most MPs have 
with their constituents anyway. The Telewest 
Business E-Politics Study confirms this by 
revealing that 50 per cent of us cannot name our 
MP, and 45 per cent thought MPs should use 
more Internet communication. 

Stuart Bryce (www.middletonpark.info) 
was the first councillor in the UK to run a blog 
and until recently was the Lead Member for 
Customer Services and Corporate 
Communications (which included e- 
government) for Leeds City Council, the 
country’s second largest local authority. He 
believes that “politicians who fail to use websites 
and email are failing their electorate just as 
badly as those who fail to go out into the 
community and talk to people on the street.” 

Even those MPs with ‘personal’ websites 
rather than the template-driven party provided 
ones miss the point entirely, taking the 
opportunity not to communicate with the 
electorate but rather to indulge in some 
shameless self-promotion. If an example were 


“Politicians who fail to _ 
utilise websites fail their 
electorate just as badly as 
those who don’t talk to 
voters on the street.” 
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The political web 

So it’s easier than ever to 
get in touch with your MP, 
but have you noticed how 
the effort seems to be 
particularly one-sided? Not 


needed, look at Ann Widdecombe (www. 
annwiddecombemp.com). She gives plenty of 
photo opportunities and plugs for her newly 
published book, but precious little real world 
communicating with the general public 
concerning the issues that matter to them. PCP 
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-> Colorimeters and how to get the right picture 
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| If you're not seeing the right colours how do you- 
| | expect to edit your photographs and artwork 





| + 
Chris Schmidt 
labs@pcplus.co.uk 


Chris is a regular contributor to PC 
Plus and Computer Arts. As a 
designer and photographer, he 
regularly calibrates his monitor to 
stop him from seeing red 


correctly? Chris Schmidt shows you how 


e all tend to take for granted 

the colour represented on our 

monitors. But as the quality of 
a CRT monitor inevitably degrades over 
time, the crisp, bright colours that once 
impressed you will begin to slowly ebb 
away. These flat, lifeless variations will 
not only alter your perception of the 
rendered saturated hues, but could also 
have a detrimental effect on your 
eyesight, as the contrast of your once 
black text diminishes against an 
increasingly grey background. 

To counter this, most monitors will 
have localised controls from the basic 
brightness and contrast settings through to 
RGB sliders or Kelvin presets in the OSD, 


Value Award 


which may provide a temporary fix to the 
problem. Yet without the right 
consideration, they can often create issues 
in the way your monitors individual red, 
green and blue colour channels are 
represented for secondary colours, as well 
as the overall composite image. 

There are software titles and online 
resources available to handle the task of 
reviewing your screen colour through a 
series of tests, but these are based on 
your own perception of colour. This makes 
the margin of error great. Hardware 
calibration on the other hand provides 
more reliable results for the novice user 
but at a cost. Which is right for you? Over 
next six pages we'll explore the options. => 


IF RE ANC 
AWARE 


Performance Award 





Awarded to products that 

represent outstanding value 
for money, giving you more 
bangs per buck 


Awarded to products that 
excel in our performance and 
quality tests, where money is 
less important 
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How we test 


To accurately gauge the performance of the 
individual colorimeters tested we need to review 
the resulting ICC profile and how well this renders 
colour through the monitor. We test all the sensors 
on CRT, TFT and notebook displays from full RGB 
configurations down to those with only basic 
adjustment of the Kelvin temperature. 

The resulting profiles are then compared 
against physical test files and prints generated 
using the Kodak Professional Colour Management 
Check-up Kit, which is available from www. 
colourconfidence.com. The kit includes a set of 
digital test files and photographic reference prints 
that allow us to view the calibrated screens, and 
compare them directly with how they should 


MONITOR CALIBRATION 


appear when printed, to best determine the most 
successful outcome. We also run a number of 
external tests by choosing existing Pantone 
colours within Photoshop and compare the screen 
version of the colour with the swatch to judge the 
colour accuracy. 

As the supporting software provided with a 
colorimeter is fundamental to the way that it 
analyses and records colour, we also check the 
software for clarity and ease-of-use. We 
determine whether the software allows full access 
to the calibration process through manual control 
or whether there are limitations that will hamper 
the correct adjustment of the screen’s colour space 
for the user. W 


Digital images are rendered through 
your monitor using red, green and 
blue (RGB) colours, which each have 
their own definitions limited by your 
hardwares colour space. You can 
change these balances through a 
series of tests, either manually or 
with the aid of software or hardware 
assistance through your monitors on- 
screen display (OSD). However, the 
ultimate aim of such calibration is to 
create an ICC profile that can be used 
to define the balance between the 
three colours in relation with the 
brightness and contrast settings. 

Such profiles are simply data files 
that describe the properties of a 
colour space by defining the most 
Saturated colours available to your 
individual monitor's RGB channels. 
Without an accurate profile your 
monitor will find it very difficult to 
understand colour values or display 
them accurately. And this will 
ultimately result in contrast, 
brightness and gamma irregularities. 
The numerous variations in colour 
space (such as sRGB, Adobe RGB and 
Wide Gamut RGB) have rapidly made 
it necessary to have a recognised 
standard for controlling colour 
profiles, which has led directly to the 
creation of the International Color 
Consortium (www.color.org). 

This ICC specification is now 
widely used and recognised as an 
international standard on which all 
colour hardware, including monitors, 
cameras and printers base their 
profiles. The method by which you 
ultimately choose to calibrate your 
monitor is the ICC format. This format 
Saves your Individual profile within 
your Windows drivers and ensures 
consistency between your various 
output devices and ICC compatible 


“Without an accurate profile your 
monitor will find it very difficult to 
understand colour values or 
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display them accurately.” 


software, such as Adobe Photoshop. 
There are generic ICC profiles 
available, which are typically shipped 
with hardware, although manual 
calibration, which we'll continue to 
explore, will provide a much more 
finely tuned method of defining your 
monitors capabilities. 

To explore existing colour profiles 
on your system choose the Display 
option from the Windows Control 
Panel, click the Advanced’ button 
under the Settings tab and then the 
Add’ button under the Color 
Management option. 


Calibration tests 

Standard calibration tests involve an 
assessment of your monitors current 
black and white points that uses a 
subtle gradient of grey to black or 
grey to white blocks, which should be 
clearly distinguishable from each 
other. If any of the tones appear to 
blend together, especially at the more 
extreme ranges, then you can see 
instantly whether such points need 
correction. Similarly, if the blocks have 
a perceived colour tint then this 
suggests problems with your 
monitors gamma settings. This level 
of influence is often the most difficult 








The EasyRGB.com site provides an easy to follow online calibration method that will 
highlight any problems your monitor may initially suffer from. 


for the untrained eye to identify as 
the eye will have a tendency to 
compensate for any such anomaly, 
which is where hardware calibration 
proves a much more reliable option. 
To make gamma irregularities an 
easier problem to identify visually 
you will often see tests that comprise 
a solid mid-point grey square within 
a finely striped black and white 
surrounding. If your gamma settings 
are correct then the central solid 
object should blend into its 
surroundings. However, even such a 
simple test can be misleading for 
many users, but this visual test 
becomes much easier to use, if you 
take a few steps away from your 
monitor and squint slightly while 
looking at the image. If the solid 
Square still remains visible then 
gamma correction is necessary. 


Recognising the problem 

Unlike the Macintosh OS, Windows 
has no integrated calibration tools, 
but thankfully there are various tests 
you can use to evaluate your current 
monitor profile online. EasyRGB.com 
has an easy to follow series of pages 
that should help you determine 
whether you have a problem that 
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Gamma correction 


How to correct the signal sent by your 
monitor for authentic colour rendering 


Understanding how the gamma settings influence your 
calibration is a key factor to ensuring you see the same 
colours as your images are trying to portray. Although 
monitors will have their own individual characteristics 
there's one thing they all have in common and that’s the 
intensity to voltage response curve, which is roughly a 
2.5 power function. 

This means that if you send your monitor a signal 
requesting that a specific pixel should have an intensity 
equal to ‘x’, then it will actually display a pixel, which 
has an intensity equal to x2”. But because the voltage 
range sent to your monitor is between 0 and 1, this 
means that the intensity value displayed will be less 
than you want it ought to be, 0.57° = 0.177 for example. 
This can be corrected by adjusting the input signal to 
the monitor. 

In more graphical terms, think of the monitor's 
sample input to each of the individual RGB channels as 







COLORVISION 
COLORPLUS 


he budget option in our test 

comes from ColorVision, a 
company with an enviable 
reputation in the calibration 
market with close ties to Pantone. 
The manufacturer, ColorVision, is 
also responsible for the 
intermediate Spyder2 and its 
professional relation Spyder2PRO, 
which we've also tested this 
month. But unlike its relations, the 
low-end ColorPLUS relies on an 
automated process using wizard- 
based preset options. This may 
leave the more demanding user 


can be relied upon 
reasonable results. 
certainly see some 


to the colour balan 


compare your origi 
the calibrated versi 
pre-calibration nor 


although it has something 
of a fragile plastic feel to it, 


dramatic improvements 


the average users monitor. = 
There is a before and == 
after facility so you can 


custom targets or work on 
multiple monitor systems which 


LABS FOCUS 


The difference 
between the 
input and 
output can be 
seen clearly as 
the gamma 
difference 
intensifies the 
mid-tone of the 
channel. 


Sample input 
monitor 


Graph of input 





Output from 
monitor 


Graph of output 
L-V°2.5 


a constant greyscale black to white gradient, ranging 
from the most opaque channel colour through to 
transparency as we've illustrated above. Using familiar 
curves this would be represented as a straight ramp, 
although the monitor output, with its gamma of 2.5, will 
create a convex curve that intensifies the mid-tones. 
The Adobe Gamma utility provides a composite 
Gamma correction by default, but individual adjustment 
will often lead to more accurate correction while 
hardware calibration will generally automate the 
process for you after you've gone through simple 
brightness and contrast settings. But both methods 
focus much of their attentions on correcting this 
anomaly to best suit your individual monitor. Hf 


| /pantone Gm 


to give y 
5 COLORVISION | 


You'll 


ce of 


photographer who needs to 
organise their growing image 
library. But despite some 
limitations and the automated, 
wizard-based approach, the 
ColorPLUS provides adequate, if 


nal profile with 
on. There's no 
can you create 


feeling a little out of control during 
the calibration process, although it 
will be gratefully appreciated by 
the consumer market. 

The software walks you 
through the familiar initial tasks, 
where your monitor's brightness 
and contrast settings are balanced 
using easy-to-follow on-screen 
examples that even the novice 
user can apply confidently. This is 
followed by the attachment of the 
sensor to the screen, after which 
you simply leave ColorPLUS to 
calculate the necessary 
adjustments prior to creating an 


automatically generated ICC profile. 


The calibration accuracy is 
Satisfactory but, being restricted to 
preset whitepoint and fixed 
gamma settings, there's little 
control over specific detail of your 
calibration. However, the 
colorimeter itself is reliable and, 


limits the appeal of the ColorPLUS 
to more demanding users. 

As with all the sensors on test, 
the ColorPLUS is capable of 
balancing regular CRT monitors 
plus flat-screen TFT and notebook 
displays, although it only supports 
Windows systems. This is due to 
the preset nature of the 
supporting software and its non- 
customisable settings, which have 
been averaged for the Windows 
Standard, using a Kelvin 
temperature of 6500 degrees with 
gamma 2.2 (as opposed to 1.8 for 
Apple displays). 

ColorVision has included 
further software temptations, 
bundled along with the sensor 
and its supporting software, with 
Adobe Album Starter Edition. It 
may have little relevance to the 
calibration process, but might 
appeal to the occasional 


generic, quick-fix results that will 
be appreciated by the novice user 
who may be intimidated by the 
more manual approach demanded 
by software such as the Adobe 
Gamma utility. However, if you 
need something that allows a little 
variation for in output then you'll 
soon run into difficulties with such 
a basic model. E 


PRICE £85 (£72 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Colour Confidence 
0800 073 5845 

INFO www.colourconfidence.com 
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Using the Adobe 
Gamma utility you 
can make detailed 
visual adjustments 
to the way your 
monitors new ICC 


installed. Both Photoshop and 
Photoshop Elements include the 
rudimentary, but effective Adobe 
Gamma utility, which makes itself 
available through the Windows 


You'll also need to access your 
monitors OSD and ensure the colour 
temperature of your CRT monitor is 
set to 6500K. Video cards and 
monitors are often shipped with a 


Adobe Gamma Wizard 


The gamma setting of your monitor defines how 
bright your midtones are. Establish the current 
gamma by adjusting the slider until the center 
box fades into the patterned frame. 


[ View Single Gamma Only 


profile is configured. 


“For the most reliable colour render the 
gamma settings for PC systems should be left 
at 2.2 to avoid calibration artefacts, such as 
shadow banding and posterisation.” 





COLORVISION SPYDER2PRO STUDIO 


Orc professional level 


colorimeters have very little 
advantage over the mid-range 
titles when it comes down to the 
actual hardware. Both the 
Spyder2PRO and regular Spyder2 
include exactly the same sensor, 
although the capabilities offered 
through the supported software 
extend the potential within a 
professional print or design 
environment enormously. 

The Sypder2PRO sits at the 
head of the impressive ColorVision 
range and can be directly 
compared with rival colorimeters 
from Monaco Systems (www. 
monacosys.com) with their 
MonacoOPTIX Pro unit as well as 
Eye-One (www.ilcolor.com) with 
their Eye-One Photo package. 
However, while the rival packages 
tend to base their options around 
their mid-prices sensors and beef 
up options that help calibrate 
printer, Scanner or camera 
peripherals, the Spyder2PRO is 
undoubtedly the ultimate 
dedicated colorimeter available. 

It's able to calibrate both 
Windows and Mac systems, and 
the unit naturally has the best 
calibration accuracy across the 
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Now choose the desired gamma. 


Gamma: [windows Default -| 2.20 


cro | 





needs addressing (www.easyrgb. 
com/calibrate.php) although a quick 
search for ‘monitor calibration’ will 
throw up any number of sites that go 


into more detail, such as ePaperPress. 


com (http://epaperpress.com/ 
monitorcal/index.html). Freely 
downloadable software is also 
available, but chances are you 
already have the necessary tools 


entire ColorVison range. It boasts 
an unlimited number of user 
definable monitor gamma choices, 
SO you can fine tune output to a 
specific output media as well as 
unlimited monitor temperature 
options. The ability to create 
custom targets and work across 
multiple monitors is a standard 
feature, adding considerable 
appeal for administrators of 
professional design or print 
agencies. And the option to run an 
RGB pre-calibration test will allow 
you to fine-tune your monitors 
RGB or Kelvin settings to ensure 
your screen is performing at its 
optimum prior to the final 
calibration, and create the most 
effective ICC profile. 

Diagnostic tools also extend the 
potential of the software over the 
intermediate Spyder2. It has 
options for checking the native and 
adjusted state of each colour 
channel through familiar curves, 
while the unlimited customisable 
options available allow custom 
definitions for tonal response 
curves. The colorimeter and the 
software's information windows 
provide accurate real-time data, 
custom targeting as well as ICC 2.0 


Control Panel. 

Before you make any 
adjustments, allow your monitor to 
warm up for at least 30 minutes so 
that colours are displayed in their 
true light. Its also important to 
remove any dominant ambient 
lighting around your monitor, as 
many of the tests involve crucial 
decisions that will need to be made 
between subtle hues. Make sure as 
little light as possible is reflected 


from your screen as such distractions 


will only lead to inaccurate readings 
and result in a poorly generated 
colour profile. Conversely, carrying 


out such tests in too dark a room will 


create too dark a profile that wont 
display colours at their best through 
regular use. Balance things out by 
turning off room lighting, 
desktop lamps and 
closing the curtains to 
dim and subdue the 
lighting suitably and 
make the monitor 


illumination. 


"AWARD 
and 4.0 support — 


after a little use it will 
soon become clear 
how effective the 
professional level 
products can be. 
Further incentives 
to dig deeper into 
your wallet are 
provided through the 
powerful software 
applications bundled 
with the sensor. 
DoctorPRO 2.3 assists in printer 
calibration, while Pantone Colorist 
helps you access and match well 
over a thousand pantone colours, 
using the sRGB colour space so 
you can be assured web colours 
match print. Additionally, nik Color 
Efex Pro 2.0 provides a range of 
Photoshop filters that will be 
particularly interesting to anyone 
working with photographic content. 
The price of the professional 
Studio version of the software, in 
Our opinion, is more than justified 
with such additional titles. Not only 
do you get to accurately calibrate 
your primary viewing hardware 
with more advanced features than 
other packages; you'll also find 
that it comes with a great bundle 


brighter than the ambient 


A 
PEREORMANCE 


white point set to 9300K as this 
provides a stronger contrast although 
it will tend to give everything a 
bluish tint. Too low a colour 
temperature, 5000K for example, 
approximates sunlight but in average 
indoor conditions such a setting will 
give your whites a yellowish cast. 
6500K is a commonly recognised 
average although if youre using an 
LCD or TFT screen, and your 
calibration method allows it, using 
the native white point will help to 
preserve the maximum possible 
colour range. 

For the most reliable colour 
render, your monitor should be set to 
display at least 24-bit colours and 
you may also be offered the option 
to adjust your monitors native 
gamma settings through the OSD. For 
PC systems this should be left at 2.2 
to avoid calibration artefacts, such as 
shadow banding and posterisation. 
This will allow for the maximum 
range of colours your system is 
capable of displaying. Other gamma 
settings should be avoided for 


N = 4 


of advanced applications that will 
not only ensure your monitor 
images remain faithful, but will 
also apply the same precision to 
printed documents and create web 
safe pantone conversions. W 


PRICE £223 (£190 ex VAT) 

SUPPLIER Colour Confidence 0800 
073 5845 

INFO URL www.colourconfidence.com 


LPcPlus ratings 
COLORVISION 
SPYDER2PRO STUDIO 


Colour temperature 


MONITOR CALIBRATION 


Understand how the temperature of your monitor's colours influence the 


way hues are perceived by the eye 


Colour temperature is a simplified method of 
characterising the spectral properties of a given 
light source. With an understanding of colour 
temperature photographers can adapt their film 
choice and settings to best suit ambient lighting so 
their camera, for example, successfully recognises 
the correct white point of an image. 

Light sources of the same colour, also Known as 
metamers, can vary widely depending on the 
quality of the light emitted - while one may have a 
continuous spectrum, another may just emit light 
in a narrow band. So to determine the quality of a 
light source we must use a colour rendering index. 

In contrast to what you might imagine, a low 
colour temperature implies a warmer light with 


yellows and reds beginning to influence the image, 
while warmer temperatures will see cooler blues 
introduced. Regular daylight, for instance, will have 
a lower colour temperature at dawn than during 
the day, although when considering a standard 
monitor we must remember that the screen will 
often be protected from such extremes with 
artificial ambient lighting. 

The standard unit for colour temperature is 
known by its Kelvin (K) setting which was 
discovered in the late 19th century by the British 
physicist, William Kelvin who noted the different 
colours a block of carbon would appear at varying 
temperatures. This is the basis of all colour 
temperature measurements, starting with 0 K 
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Kelvin (K) Light sources 


1500 K Candlelight 

2680 K 40 W incandescent lamp 
3000 K 200 W incandescent lamp 
3200 K Sunrise/sunset 

3400 K Tungsten lamp 

3400 K 1 hour from dusk/dawn 
5000-4500 K Xenon lamp/light arc 
5500 K Sunny daylight around noon 
5500-5600 K Electronic photo flash 
6500-7500 K Overcast sky 
9000-12000 K Blue sky 


equal to -273.16 degree Celsuis. Technically, the 
size of one Kelvin is the same as that of one 
degree C and is defined as the fraction 1/273.16 of 
the thermodynamic temperature of the triple point 
of water, which positions 0° Celsius at 273.16. 

A standard windows Kelvin setting is 6500 K, 
although the chart (above) may help put this in a 
more familiar light temperature context. 








general use although commonly they 
might be changed by more advanced 


users working toward having a 
specific output. 


Manual correction 

When you've made such preliminary 
arrangements you will be ready to 
launch your calibration software and 
begin the correction process. The 
Adobe Gamma tool uses a 
sequential step-by-step wizard, 
which novice users will appreciate, 
although more direct access for 
specific calibration is available using 
the Control Panel option. 

The wizard presents a sequence 
of self-evident options and tests that 
allow you to name your newly 
created ICC profile and clearly 
instructions you how to optimise 
your particular monitors settings. 
Again, you'll need to access the OSD 
to make some basic adjustment to 
the brightness and contrast settings, 
although the gamma controls are 
presented through a series of sliders. 
You will need to refer to your monitor 
documentation to discover the 
correct phosphors used, but other 
than that the entire process should 
be straightforward. Once complete, 
you'll be provided with a before and 
after option so you can determine 
how effective your perception of the 
new profile actually ts. If you think 
the result is satisfactory, you can then 
save the profile, which your system 
will refer to in future to present the 
revised colours. 

The method is effective and, in 
the right hands, is capable of 
balancing your monitor colours to 
create more vivid, contrasting and 
realistic colours. With CRT monitors, 
especially aging ones, it's strongly 
recommended that you carry out the 
process at least once a month, 
although TFT monitors will 


EYE-ONE DISPLAY 2 


AJ nearly twice the price of the budget ColorPLUS 
sensor you would expect to find many 
additional features in a colorimeter. If you can afford 
to boost your budget to around £150, it certainly 
introduces a number of more flexible options that 
make this a sensor a more appealing choice. When 
you consider that the ColorVision Spyder2 and 
Monaco Optix XR are competing in the same arena it 
takes something special to rise to the challenge. 
Regardless of whether the Spyder2 is the cheapest of 
the bunch, the Eye-One Display 2 is undoubtedly the 
best all-rounder. 

As with the competition, the Display 2 sensor is 
an accurate piece of hardware that comes bundled 
with a comprehensive range of software utilities. It 
can handle user definable luminance settings, 
chromatic adaptation, grey balance optimisation, 
ambient light check and profile summary. You'll find 
the unit gives you much more control, when running 
through the calibration process. It also allows you to 
extend the calibration, being part of a range of Eye- 
One products, offering a natural upgrade path to 
related higher-end models, such as the Eye-One 
Design, which adds capabilities more applicable to 
print output, or the Eye-One Photo that has camera 
and projector profiling. 

An encouraging early sign of the hardware's 
professionalism is that it can calibrate itself to adapt 
to any ambient lighting around the monitor. Any 
sensors will have a much improved performance 
when used in subdued lighting, but the Eye-One 
model is unique in that it will evaluate the light falling 
onto your monitor, and take any effects this might 
have into consideration, and not just the light and 
colour balance that your screen radiates. This is ideal 
if you need to calibrate often, or can’t control lighting. 

Less experienced users will appreciate the option 
to run the calibration software in either basic or 
advanced modes. These modes provide a more 
consistent and reliable result depending on your 
familiarity with the task, while allowing you more 
manual control over the process as you gain 
confidence. The inclusion of easy-to-follow 


explanatory video tutorials, found on the installation 
media, will certainly help less familiar users 
understand both the tools and concepts involved. 
Instead of your first profiling attempts being a trial 
and error process, you'll find them a more educated 
assessment, and you'll soon be up to speed about 
how to get the most out of the calibration process in 
advanced mode. 

Multiple monitor support is another advantage 
the Display 2 has over competing sensors in the mid- 
price range. And the bundled software that 
complements the unit is also worthy of mention. 
Whereas the Spyder2 is bundled with Pantone 
Colorist software, which helps to analyse screen 
colours to create convincing Pantone equivalents, and 
the Optix XR has powerful calibration diagnostics 
software, the Eye-One manages to squeeze in 
equivalents of both. With effective hardware 
calibration, a comprehensive range of software 
options plus clear 
and informative 
help and video files, 
the Display 2 
provides the best 
all-round sensor. It 
will be appreciated 
by those wanting a 
quick fix calibration 
as much as those 
with more profes- 
sional demands. E 


PRICE £160 (£136 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Eye-One 0800 073 5845 
INFO www.ilcolorcom 


EYE-ONE DISPLAY 2 

Value 00000000 
000000000 
000000000 


Features 


Performance 


OVERALL 
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Colour management 
Match colour profiles across all your digital imaging devices to ensure 
colours are rendered equally from your monitor to your printer 


Not all RGB colour devices are the same. Using the 
advice we've provided you should get the 
rendered colour of your monitor nearer to that of 
the original image, but you'll also need to consider 
the calibration of any other hardware you use 
including your scanner, printer and digital camera. 
However, there is a method of ensuring your 
peripherals recognise a common ground and this 
is to use an ICC recognised colour profile. 

The International Color Consortium is an 
industry body that represents a number of key 
imaging hardware and software manufacturers, 
including Adobe, Agfa, Apple, Kodak and 
Microsoft, who devised a common method of 
interpreting such colour data. The profiling system 
has been adopted in a number of guises, so that 
all ICC compliant systems are able to translate the 


colour gamut of the source space via a reference 
space and accurately convert these to the gamut 
of the destination. 

The initial version of the standard has 
undergone various revisions although the current 
1CC.1:2004-10 is the first to be proposed as an 
International Standard under the Cooperative 
Agreement, making profiles created in compliance 
with this specification identifiable as Version 
4.2.0.0 profiles. This international standard 
specifies a colour profile format and describes the 
architecture within which it can operate. It also 
supports the exchange of information that 
specifies the intended colour image processing of 
digital data. Additionally, it includes specification 
of the required reference colour spaces and data 
structures or tags. 
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The ICC site provides a wealth of information plus 
technical specifications about colour profiles that can 
be used to sync up the colour spaces between your 
various peripherals. 


More information about the ICC is available 
from its website at www.color.org. However, for 
the average user, an understanding what controls 
ICC profiles isn't necessary — just remember that 
using ICC compatible profiles will mean more 
consistent colour rendering both to and from the 
various digital imaging peripherals. I 


“A physical colorimeter takes the guesswork 
out of calibration and alleviates the eye's 
Inaccurate perception of colour.” 


You can manually configure a 
colorimeter, but he tricky part of 
gamma correction is left to the 
hardware sensor. 


tend to be a little more durable. 
However, if youre not overly familiar 
with the correct settings during 
calibration, there is a very real risk of 
you calibrating your monitor from one 
imbalance to another. 

Different monitors provide various 
controls through the OSD from the 
basic brightness and contrast settings 
through to more advanced colour 
control through individual RGB sliders 
and Kelvin Sliders and other presets. 
The Kelvin methods control the colour 
temperature, which we mentioned 
earlier, while the RGB sliders are 
particularly effective at compensating 
weakening signals between your 
individual channels, especially in 
older CRT monitors. But without a 
proper understanding of not just how 
your primary RGB, but also their 
secondary colours are affected by 
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such adjustments, you can easily 
replace one gamma inconsistency 
with another one, which is where 
hardware calibration proves to be 
much more reliable. 


Hardware correction 

Using a physical colorimeter you take 
out all the guesswork from the task 
and alleviate any inaccuracies that 
may be created through the 
perception of colour by the eye. There 
are numerous colorimeters on the 
market, we've provided examples of 
a basic, intermediate and professional 
model in our test. Although the actual 
hardware itself will not tend to vary 
much between the different models, 
the range of options and flexibility of 
output with the generated ICC profiles 
will tend to vary greatly between the 
extreme ranges. 

For example, the actual hardware 
used in the Spyder2 and Sypder2PRO 
are Identical, whereas the number of 
gamma and temperature options is 
greatly increased in the latter using 
the supporting software. 
Understandably, professional 
calibration tools will tend to focus 
more towards the professional user, 
who may need to calibrate multiple 
monitors and be able to create 
custom targets. Unless you run your 
own design agency with multiple 
workstations that need consistent 
calibration and rely on professional 
colour output, then you should be 
able to save some money by 
considering the less expensive 
models. The entry-level ColorPLUS 
provides a reasonable calibration for 
day-to-day use although the more 
ambitious photographer or artist may 


wish to consider intermediate options. 


Regardless of which product you 
choose, the actual calibration process 


involved with a colorimeter is very 
similar to the manual method 
employed through the software like 
the Adobe Gamma utility. The sensor 
should be warmed up for a few 
minutes before use. This will give 
you enough time to run through the 
configuration process in which you 
dictate various parameters, such as 
gamma settings, colour temperature 
and monitor type, before attaching 
the colorimeter onto your screen so 
true calculation of your current 
settings can be made. 

This process of pre-calibration 
will then return its findings and allow 
you to make manual adjustments to 
either your monitors RGB sliders or 
Kelvin controls. You should run the 
test, at least, once more to see how 
your changes have adapted your 
current profile. Use a more accurate 
and recognisable visual method, like 
bar charts, for example that map 
your RGB levels that make it much 
easier to gauge the correct settings. 
These are then saved as your 
monitor's new ICC profile and ensure 
your colours remain as true as they 
can possibly be within the limitations 
of your own monitor. 

This is a particularly relevant 
point to note, however, as a typical 
CRT monitor's colour space will 
degrade over time and no amount 
of calibration will bring back true 
black and white points. Many 
calibration units are provided with 
hard copy colour swatches, which 
you can use to visually compare 
what is displayed through the 
monitor with what should actually be 
seen. If your colours are starting to 
lose some of their vitality it may be 
time to think about buying a new 
monitor...but don't forget to calibrate 
it first. PCP 
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Five DVD authoring suites are put through their paces 


Illustration: Vincent Frasier 
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Alan Dexter 
alan.dexter @ futurenet.co.uk 


Alan Dexter has burnt so many test 
discs over the years that the pile of 
CDs and DVDs almost touches the 
ceiling in his study 


DVD authoring suites can handle most of your burning 
desires, but which is best? Alan Dexter finds out... 


VD writers are now so cheap, it’s almost absurd not to own one. With the likes of the 
excellent NEC ND-3520A retailing for as little as £32, the days of DVD authoring being 
an expensive plaything of the idle rich are long gone. 
A lot is expected of authoring solutions these days. Every title you look at is capable of throwing data onto 
the disc in the most basic mode possible, but its the other abilities on offer that count. Apart from copying 


~> files between computers, DVDs can also be put to good use producing massive libraries of music, expansive 


photo collections and, of course, for backing up your data. 
The continuing push by Microsoft, Intel et al to get the PC into the heart of the digital home means theres 
been a major shift in how we use DVD writers. Video authoring is the most obvious use for a technology that § 
was ostensibly born from the mass acceptance of DVD-Video. 
Video support is actually the trickiest area of DVD authoring. MP3s and JPEGs have been around long 
enough to garner support from the industry as a whole, so you shouldn't have too many problems dropping 5 ø A 


5 your files on to your disc and hitting the ‘burn’ button. Video is a different matter, as file formats, codecs, 


aspect ratios, audio tracks, subtitles and menus all need careful management to produce a final disc. 
Turn the page to discover the perfect software accompaniment to your authoring hardware. =$ 
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Editor's Choice Value Award 
Our top award for products Awarded to products that 
that combine exceptional represent outstanding value 
performance and quality with for money, giving you more 
superb value for money bangs per buck 
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AHEAD NERO 6 Reloaded 


he OEM version of Nero has 
been bundled with CD and DVD 
writers for years, but the retail version is 
a more capable piece of software. 
Ahead has won many plaudits over the 
years, and this ‘Reloaded’ version offers 
an Impressive suite of tools and extras. 
Everything from straight data mastering 
to producing complex video discs is 
now covered, but can Ahead do 
enough to hold off the advances made 
by Roxio in recent months? 

Nero has traditionally had a strong 
fan base among power users, which 
has made attracting mainstream users 
a little tricky. This is why all of the 
features of Nero are accessible from the 
Start Menu, as well as via the more 
attractive StartSmart interface. Some 
work is still needed here, though, as 
there are simply too many options, 
which makes the suite of tools a 
daunting prospect for the novice. There 
are also many feature repetitions, and 
without obvious thought as to some of 
the groupings. 

A slew of extra features have found 
their way into this release, but the 
biggest changes have been made in 
the video authoring arena. While the 
program still lacks a convincing video- 





PRICE £52 (£45 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER www.dabs.com 
INFO www.ahead.de 


CPU 1.6GHz or faster 
RAM 128MB minimum 
OS Windows 98 or later 








AHEAD NERO 6 RELOADED 


Value 000000000 
Features 0090000000 


Performance 00900000000 





The death of DVD 


Not so much a format war as another 
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Nero’s interface, while sleek in look and feel, can be cluttered, mainly because it offers 
so many different tools and utilities in one package. 


image-editing front, PhotoSnap makes 
its debut. This is a basic addition to the 
Suite, but it will should serve as the 
bedrock of a more powerful tool in 
future versions. 

The extensive scope of this latest 
spin of Nero is succinctly demonstrated 
by the inclusion of Nero MediaHome, 
Aheads media server software. You can 
Stream audio, video and still images 
across your network to any machine 
running Nero MediaPlayer. 


editing tool, the numer of video formats 
supported continues to lead the pack. 
Support for MPEG-4 H.263 authoring, 
which goes by the name of Nero 
Digital, has been supplemented with 
support for the more intensive H.264 
format (as used by Blu-ray). 

Elsewhere, there are subtle tweaks 
and improvements to the way some of 
the tools work. For instance, ‘recode’ 
now lets you insert chapter points, two 
subtitles and two audio tracks. On the 


set of confusing standards 


The video encoding standard used by DVDs, 
MPEG-Z2, is starting to look dated. While it 
produces excellent image quality, it’s not the 
most efficient use of the bandwidth available, 
and bandwidth is about to take on a whole new 
level of importance. Whether you're looking at 
streaming video around the wireless networks in 
the digital home, or simply providing content 
over an Internet connection, efficient use of 
bandwidth is essential. And this is before we 
move on to looking at the imminent increase in 
resolution that comes with the move to HDTV. 

MPEG-2 (also known as H.262) requires 
around 8Mbps for a DVD-quality data stream. 
This may not seem too excessive, but consider 
that the average ADSL connection ranges 
between 512Kbps and 2Mbps and it’s clear that 
a more compact standard is required. Of the 
standards being encouraged to carry digital 
video forward to the next generation, H.264 
currently shows the most promise. A subset of 
the MPEG-4 and a successor to MPEG-4 Part 2 
(commonly known simply as MPEG-4), this 
standard uses Advanced Video Coding (AVC) to 
produce comparable image quality to MPEG-2. 
It’s also known as MPEG-4 Part 10, JVT and 
H.264/AVC. 

H.264 achieves higher compression rates over 
MPEG-2 by increasing the computational 
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complexity of the encoding 
process. There are numerous 
algorithm improvements over 
previous standards, all designed 
to define the final image in the 
most efficient way possible. 
Advances such as referencing up 
to the last 32 previously encoded 
pictures, as opposed to the last 
one or two in MPEG-2, can have 
big improvements, particularly 
where strobe affects and 
flashing lights are concerned. 
Other advances include Variable 
Block Size Motion 
Compensation, covering block 
sizes from 16x16 down to 4x4 for 
added precision, improved 
chroma and luma precision, and 
a slew of new context sensitive 
encoding techniques. 

H.264 isn't the only video standard that 
provides an alternative to MPEG-2. Proprietary 
solutions such as Windows Media 9 (WMV9) and 
On2 VP6 are also available. Windows Media 9, 
developed by Microsoft, produces comparable 
image quality to H.264 at roughly the same bit 
rate. However, the fact that it isn't an open 
standard like MPEG-4 does mean that it may 





Next generation DVD players will need to 
support a new video format for HDTV output. 


ultimately only be used in PCs, while H.264 is a 
mandatory player feature of the next generation 
DVD formats, namely Blu-ray and HD-DVD. H.264 
has also been approved by the Digital Video 
Broadcasts body of Europe. Apple also supports 
the standard in QuickTime. E 


INTERVIDEO MediaOne 


©: paper, MediaOne appears to 
offer similar capabilities to Ahead 


and Roxios all-encompassing suites. 
InterVideo claims a 9-in-1 feature-set, 
yet there are only seven different 
applications present. Even so, you can 
handle all of the major areas of disc 
authoring, including music, photo, 
video and plain old data archiving. 
The main interface, called 
LaunchPad, is one of the smartest 
solutions for handling the inquisitive 
nature of new users. Each application 
can be accessed directly from a panel 
on the left-hand side of the screen. 
Alternatively, the main area presents a 
more output-oriented approach to 
proceedings. Video, music, photo and 
data icons reveal detailed sub-projects 
when selected, keeping the interface 
simple at all times. Nero employs a 
similar idea, though MediaOnes 
simplicity works in its favour here. 
InterVideo is probably best-known 
for its excellent WinDVD player. 
However, the company seems 
somewhat reliant on its capabilities, 
pushing audio playback on the 
software as well — something it does 
handle, but only modestly better than 
using Windows itself. Thankfully, it isn’t 
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a 
The interface is stylish, but you can only launch one application at a time, which is 
frustrating for power users that are used to multi-tasking. 


used for viewing images. PhotoAlbum 
is much better for this task. 

Select anything to do with video 
authoring and you'll be taken to 
WinDVD Creator. This has its own 
project-based interface for handling 
such things as burning movies straight 
to disc, editing video files and creating 
disc labels — betraying the fact that this 
is available as a separate program. 

This suite is found lacking at times, 
and in some fairly important areas. CD 


Audio ripping is limited to 128kbps 
encoding to MP3s, and its tricky to find 
in the interface, hidden away in the 
Disc Master program. This is a criticism 
that can be applied across the field. 
While you can get most jobs done, it 
lacks the coherency found elsewhere. 

MediaOne also seems to be a little 
pricey for what youre actually getting, 
especially as the price quoted is for a 
download version that costs roughly 
£52 at current exchange rates. 


nti CD & DVD Maker 7 Titanium Suite 


Tl has produced one of the most 

attractive interfaces of any of the 
Suites here. The main launch program 
groups the various functions in a way 
that should appeal to novices without 
alienating veterans. Icons that cover 
video, photo and audio disc creation 
expand to reveal more options when 
selected. Titanium lacks a photo- 
editing tool, and the audio 
manipulation side of the suite is limited 
too, but you should be able to handle 
most projects with help. 

The individual tools use an 
attractive step-by-step interface, which 
enables you to jump around as 
needed. This wizard-like idea works 
well, whether you're a novice or know 
a thing or two about burning discs. 
Some of the tools dont feel well 
integrated though, and pushing a few 
of the minor tools together would help 
things immensely. 

Some of the tools arent exactly 
what we would call all-encompassing, 
but work well within those limitations, 
and theres obvious power there. For 
instance, we found the Avi2Mpeg tool 
stumbled on some of the file formats 
used for testing, but it managed the 
conversion extremely quickly when it 
spotted the right format. The ability to 
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The clean interface used by NTI for its authoring suite is a joy to use, and logically 


designed too. Something that extends throughout the suite. 


convert to and from more formats 
would have been preferable to such 
breakneck speed, though. 

The back-up tool is one of the 
Titaniums highlights, producing a 
logical interface to the sometimes 
thorny problem of archiving your 
personal files. This includes the ability 
to back up the contents of your mail 
folders and settings. 

The Cinematic Video and Slideshow 
wizards are appealing additions to this 


version. These enable you to create 
discs of your own movies and pictures 
with a minimum of input. It works 
surprisingly well and saves the hassle 
of setting up a project yourself. 

CD&DVD Maker has come a long 
way, but is still a lacking when it comes 
to an overall suite. If you already have 
powerful image, video and sound 
editing tools, then this is less of an 
issue, but such deficiencies still detract 
from the overall package. 





PRICE £71 (£60 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER InterVideo 
INFO www.intervideo.com 


CPU S800MHz or faster 
RAM 128MB minimum 
OS Windows XP or 2000 
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PRICE $80 (£42) 
SUPPLIER New Tech International 
INFO www.ntius.com 


CPU 900MHz or faster 
RAM 256MB minimum 
OS Windows 98SE or later 
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SuperDisc 





NTI CD & DVD MAKER 7 
TITANIUM SUITE 










0000000 
Performance @©0000000) 


PCPlus 231 | July 2005 


Features 











roxio Easy Media Creator 7.5 


f all the software titles reviewed, 

Roxio has the most complete 
package, covering all of the areas of 
disc authoring competently and 
extensively. The audio-editing 
component, for example, is capable of 
advanced operations that usually 
require specialised programs. 

The recent acquisition of the 
company by Sonic has introduced a 
number of tools that either fill in gaps 
that were missing, or do the job far 
better than the original. For instance, 
MyDVD Slideshow has been integrated 
into the VideoWave module to provide 
a simple way of producing attractive 
demonstrations of your photos. 

Sonics Backup MyPC Deluxe 6 has 
found its way into the package to 
provide a more impressive archiving 
tool. It's capabilities extend beyond 
copying your files to disc, and back-ups 
can be created to other hard drives and 
network drives. The 128-bit encryption 
ensures you can protect your files from 
prying eyes, while the drag-and-drop 
interface makes for easy creation of 
such back-ups. 

The video capabilities of this 
package are impressive, happily 
converting everything thrown at it into 
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Roxio Easy Media Creator's main page isn't exactly word light, but it's probably the only 
effective and simple way of squeezing all of the features onto the screen. 


a suitable format for playing on your 
standalone DVD player. The DivX-to- 
DVD wizard is particularly impressive 
and managed to handle a wealth of 
different sub-formats of this powerful 
standard. The Disc Copier isnt quite as 
impressive as Neros offering, requiring 
several more steps to convert from one 
format to another. 

There are a number of downsides 
to the package as a whole. The lack of 
consistent interface design, brought 


uLEAD DVD MovieFactory 4 


leads offering is different to the 

other packages in this Group Test, 
as its designed solely for CD and DVD 
video authoring. This makes 
comparisons with the full suites tricky, 
but seeing as DVD authoring is one of 
the main reasons why many people 
buy a DVD writer in the first place, it 
does show how affordable it can be to 
buy the individual components of a 
package. Most DVD writers ship with 
some form of data-burning software 
too, so this should complement such 
set-ups well, provided you get on with 
your existing software. 

It may be cosmetic, but one of the 
most striking things about this software 
is the interface. Thanks to its tight 
focus, there isn't the clutter commonly 
associated with other programs, and 
the large icons and buttons could quite 
easily be used on a Media Center PC 
connected to a television. The various 
tasks are grouped into three main 
sections: DVD, CD and Favourites, and 
throughout the creation of the DVD, the 
interface is bold and clear. 

You can convert your home movies 
to the various formats, create 
Slideshows of your photos, copy 
existing discs or capture your movies 
and burn them straight to disc (either 
DVD, VCD or SVCD). Each task is 


Create Video DVD 


Create Slideshow DVD 


Copy Disc 
Straight to DVD 


Edit DVD 


about by the fact that there are two 
companies behind the package, is 
annoying. The wizard-driven approach 
will frustrate power users, though 
obviously, its perfect for novices. 

One point worth noting is that the 
latest version is limited to running on 
Windows XP and Windows 2000 only. 
If youre running an older version of 
Windows, Roxio recommends Easy CD 
& DVD, but upgrading your OS is 
probably a better move. 


DYD MovieFactory 4 


Create Slideshow DYD: 


Add photos and interactive menus 
to make a personalized 
slideshow DYD, 





MovieFactory 4 has the most impressive interface of any of the packages here, and it’s 
incredibly easy to use too. However, this may frustrate perfectionists. 


unashamedly simple and completely 
wizard-driven, but under its own 

limited remit, it works well. You're going 
to need a dedicated video editor if your 
aspirations are at all complex. 

DVD menu creation also errs on the 
side of simplicity. If youre at all fussy 
about the alignment of the layers for 
your DVD menus, then this isn't the 
package for you. It will handle an 
impressive range of video file formats 
though, and you don't need to get 
everything into the right format first, 


this can all be done on the fly. Actual 
video editing is reasonable, but we 
have to say Roxios VideoWave is a 
more capable offering. 

MovieFactory has a different goal 
to the other titles in this test, and it 
doesnt really compete with a fully 
featured video-editing package either. 
However, the simple interface, excellent 
ease of use and great price does mean 
that it has a relevant place in your 
software collection, for creating DVDs 
with a minimum of fuss. 





PRICE £70 (£60 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Roxio 01908 27 8100 
INFO www.roxio.co.uk 


CPU 1.6GHz or faster 
RAM 256MB minimum 
OS Windows XP or 2000 


ROXIO EASY MEDIA 
CREATOR 75 


Value 00000000009 
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PRICE £30 (£25 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Ulead 
INFO www.ulead.co.uk 


CPU 800MHz or faster 
RAM 128MB minimum 
OS Windows 98SE or later 
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Ahead Nero 6 
Reloaded 


PRICE £52 (£45 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER www.dabs.com 
INFO www.ahead.de 


he sheer scope of the Nero suite continues to 

impress, though the competition is beginning 
to catch up. Even so, the power offered by this 
program, particularly when it comes to shifting 
around various video formats, is excellent. Throw in 
the strong music and photo-handling capabilities on 
top of a data engine that’s as impressive as ever, and 
you have a Suite of tools that doesnt disappoint. 

The fact that Ahead is already looking to the 

future, with support for H.264 and its media 
Streaming capabilities, is also reassuring. It's a close 
call, but Ahead Nero just beats Roxio to the Editor's 





BEST VALUE 
Roxio Easy Media 
Creator 7.5 


PRICE £70 (£60 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Roxio 01908 27 8100 
INFO www.roxio.co.uk 


t may seem a little perverse to give Roxio the 
Value award, especially as it costs more than 
Ahead suite, but the sheer number of programs 
included in this collection makes it incredible value 
for money. When you consider that several of the 
tools present are sold in their own right, it quickly 
becomes apparent what a wonderful bargain it is. 
Of course, its only worth it if you're actually going 
to use such tools, but this is just as true of Ahead’s 
offering as well. 

This is far more than just a stunning budget 
offering, of course. The recent amalgamation 
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Choice award thanks to its focus on the power user. 
While wizards and bright interfaces are essential 
when youre first exploring a program, you'll generally 
find yourself performing similar tasks on a regular 
basis, in which case, wizards can just be infuriating. 
Providing access to both ways of working is tricky, 
and while Ahead hasn't got it spot on, it does err on 
the side of the power user. 

If you need something a little friendlier, then the 
Roxio Suite is a more sensible option. 


PC verdict 000000000 
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between Roxio and Sonic has produced a well- 
rounded package that covers just about every 
aspect of DVD authoring, improved in almost every 
area you can think of. 

However, this suite does lag behind Nero when it 
comes to supporting recent video file formats, and 
the inevitable lack of continuity between some of the 
applications is a little annoying. Even so, Ahead must 
be eyeing up the next release from the Sonic/Roxio 
camp with a fair degree of trepidation. 


PC verdict 000000000 





Things are getting hot between the two main titles 
struggling for suite supremacy 


Aiming for the same goal 


Ahead and Roxio have come to 
their current position in the disc 
authoring market from different 
directions. Ahead has nurtured its 
user base of hardened burners to 
embrace the more mainstream 
market, while Roxio has added 
more features to a package that 
has always courted beginners. 
Meanwhile, Ulead are venturing 
into the suite market from a 
background of video-editing, and it 
will only be a matter of time before 
suites become the norm for disc 
authoring. Such suites make sense, 
though the classic temptation of 
throwing as many titles at a 
package could easily produce some 
woeful titles over the next year 
from both the large and small 
companies alike. 

One thing that’s striking is the 
quality of the individual tools. 
Roxio's VideoWave, for example, is 
a capable program that looks good 
and performs well. Other tools, 
such as dedicated DivX to MPEG 
converters, show that the market is 
responding to the needs of user, 
but some polish is still required 
from such tools. The power is 
definitely there for those that know 
what to look for. 

Of course, despite the inclusion 
of back-up software, photo and 
audio disc wizards aplenty, you're 
still going to need to resort to 
creating data discs. This is an area 
where Ahead has scored points 
over the competition, with its 
original engine still offering the 
perfect balance of power against 
usability. The fact that Roxio 
supports the mounting of virtual 
drives is impressive, and hopefully 
this will accelerate a battle 
between these two giants for the 
ultimate authoring suite. However, 
it's not all doom and gloom for the 
other DVD authoring developers, 
with each of the titles we've looked 
at offering notable advances over 
older versions. 
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=> Nine inconspicuous systems attempt to redefined the PC 
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DISCREET PCs 


t's common to find two or three PCs in the 
home these days. It’s inevitable therefore 
that these computers are going to develop 
specific uses as they become an important 
part of home life. Many of these PCs are going to be 
beige towers that are simply used for Office 
applications, collecting email and browsing the net, 
but it’s an increasingly popular idea to put a PC in 
your living room as an all-inclusive multimedia hub. 
The reason for this is that people are becoming more 
and more aware of the power of the PC and its ability to 
assume a number of different roles otherwise reserved 
for specialised hardware. Primarily this means all of the 
functions of a media centre PC, which includes watching 
and recording TV, tuning into the radio, playing DVDs, and 
Storing and listening to video and audio collections. 
Gaming is also a hugely significant factor, with the most 
powerful multimedia PCs doubling up as games 
machines that are used like consoles. 
However, any system thats going to be in a living 





Carl Northwood 
labs @pcplus.co.uk 


Carl has been an IT journalist for 
five years, and he’s had enough 
of large, noisy machines. 
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PCs neednt be large, beige and noisy; they can be sexy, 
sleek and quiet, as Carl Northwood discovers ... 


where the PCs we've looked at over the next ten pages 
really come into their own. After all, no one wants a 
noisy, nasty-looking beige tower next to designer 
furniture or a widescreen TV. Space saving is also a 
reason for choosing such a PC as they regularly come in 
the small form factor (SFF) format or even smaller non- 
Standard designs. Ihe reduced chassis sizes are ideal for 
anyone with restrictions in space and this invariably 
helps to improve the machines aesthetic appeal. Such 
machines, like the Sony system in our test, even 
integrate both the PC and screen into one unit. 

These cool PCs are usually supplied with LCD 
monitors, Surround-sound speaker systems and wireless 
keyboards and mice, and preferably have the Media 
Center edition of Windows installed, although there are a 
number of acceptable alternatives to Microsofts Media 
Center 2005. On top of this, equipping your home 
entertainment PC with a projector will give you all the 
thrills of big-screen entertainment for a fraction of the 
cost of an equivalent-sized LCD or plasma screen, and 


room or bedroom needs to look the part, and this is might be a good starting point for a home cinema setup. => 





Editor's Choice Value Award 





Our top award for products Awarded to products that 


that combine exceptional represent outstanding value 
performance and quality with for money, giving you more 
superb value for money bangs per buck 
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How we test 


These machines are so much more 
than a collection of benchmarks 


Normally the benchmark results are the be-all and 
end-all when it comes to comparing PC 
performance. However, this month is different; 
while pure performance is still important, it’s 
slightly reduced in view of the kind of PCs 
featured. They're mainly intended as media centre 
PCs, so it’s important to compare the features and 
added extras of each machine. 

The 3DMark benchmark tests graphics 
performance; this indicates how much the CPU is 
utilised and how the graphics card copes with 3D 
output. Each 3DMark test is run at the program's 
default settings, making the installation and set- 
up process quick and easy. The 3DMark software 
is unproblematic and simple to use, so you might 
find it worthwhile to have a go yourself. Trial or 
full versions of the software can be downloaded 
from www.futuremark.com, so it's worth a look if 
you're interested in seeing how your PC shapes up 
against those in this group test. The newer video 
cards have support for technologies like DirectX 9 
and Pixel Shader 2.0, so it's best to use the 2005 
version of 3DMark to test these accurately, while 
older cards probably won't successfully run more 
recent editions of the program. 

The process of benchmarking with SYSmark 
2004 is much more difficult. It requires that 





previous versions of software that it uses in the 
test (such as MS Office) be uninstalled to run 
successfully; it's also advisable to set region and 
language to the United States settings. The best 
way to run SYSmark is with a completely clean 
system that has no applications installed, as it’s 
often necessary to endure a rigorous application 
and driver (sometimes even operating system) 
uninstall/reinstall process in order to obtain a full 
benchmark run. Using this software with PCs that 
have Windows Media Center Edition installed is 
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even trickier because of the specialised device 
drivers that this operating system uses. 

There are two exceptions. The Apple Mac Mini 
uses the Mac OS and a different file architecture, 
so running the same tests on this machine is 
impossible. Second, the Rock Pegasus is a 
notebook. While it completed its 3DMark2003 run, 
it wouldn't finish either SYSmark or 3DMark2005. 
However, we did run MobileMark2002 on it to test 
the battery life, which produced a result of 231 
minutes, excellent by any standards. 


Apple Mac mini 


PRICE £398 (£339 ex VAT) 
DELIVERY £12 (£10 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER inmac 08705 550000 
INFO www.inmac.co.uk 
WARRANTY One year 





APPLE MAC MINI 

Value ©000000000 
00000000 
000000 





Features 


Performance 


| 


OVERALL 


ac users always maintain that 
Apple systems are well-designed 

works of art, and the Mac mini is no 
exception with its typically simple 
design and all-white colour scheme. 

There are two very important 
aspects of the Mac mini: design and 
price. First the design; beginning with 
the packaging, which is just one small 
box that contains everything you need 
and can be easily carried home. so no 
need for expensive delivery charges. Of 
course, no monitor is included. The 
Mac mini itself is very small, being not 
much larger than a 5.25in CD-ROM 
drive. It's attractively minimalist, with 
the Apple logo and white/silver finish. 
Its a very good-looking system. 

The core configuration of the 
Mac mini doesn't really bear direct 
comparison to the other systems on 
test. The processor, a 142GHz PowerPC 
G4, is easily the weakest on test when 
taken on pure clock speed. Its 512MB 
RAM is decent, but the 80GB hard disk 
is dwarfed by the huge storage drives 
found in some of the PCs here. The ATI 
Radeon 9200 graphics processor is not 
sufficient for serious 3D graphics use, 
but seeing as most Macs, and 
especially this one, are not really 
intended for gaming, this will probably 


Elonex Artisan LX 


PRICE £999 (£850 ex VAT) 
DELIVERY Free Online 
SUPPLIER Elonex 0870 780 1010 
INFO www.elonex.co.uk 
WARRANTY Three years, collect 
and return 
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ELONEX ARTISAN LX 
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he Artisan LX media computer 

definitely falls under the category 
of lounge PC and, from the outset, 
seems perfectly suited to entertainment 
use in the living room thanks to its 
shape and unique controller. 

This PC is very stylish in its sleek 
black design and, thanks to it being 
about the size of a VCR and with its 
light-up LED panel and a large volume 
dial, it actually looks like a hi-fi or 
audio-visual unit, perfect for fitting 
under your television. Both the Elonex 
LCD screen and the unique keyboard/ 
mouse combination unit are nice to 
look at too, although were tempted to 
suggest you rig the Artisan LX up to 
your widescreen TV at home and forget 
about a monitor altogether. 

Graphics performance is powered 
by a relatively low-end Radeon X300SE, 
and this is the main weakness in the 
Artisan LXs hardware configuration. 
With this card, video performance just 
wont be good enough for serious 
gaming or video editing. Graphics 
aside, its a good system: the 512MB 
RAM allocation, 200GB hard drive and 
3.0GHz Pentium 4 processor form a 
solid combination, offered in a package 
thats a good £500 cheaper than the 
similar-spec Sony and Evesham 
systems. This is topped off by the Sony 
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just make the grade. Although the 
optical drive is a DVD-ROM/CD-RW 
combo, it can be upgraded to a DVD- 
writing ‘Superdrive’ if necessary. 

Apple doesn't ship the Mac mini 
with a monitor, input devices or 
speakers, but you can purchase these 
peripherals from any supplier. 
Fortunately, the low price of the Mac 
mini means that you can easily pick up 
a good screen, keyboard, mouse and 
speakers for less than the price of the 
other systems. This aside, the Mac mini 
has a couple of nice hardware features 
in the shape of integrated Bluetooth 
and wireless networking from the 
AirPort Extreme card. These are 


multi-format DVD 
writer that supports 
both major formats 
and also offers dual- 
layer writing. 

The unusual 
keyboard/mouse 
combination from BIC 
is great for remotely 
controlling the Media 
Center features of the 
PC, but the lack of a 
dedicated mouse 
means you may want 
to install one of your 
own at some point. 
Theres a Media Center 
remote control 
supplied too, though. 

The 19in Elonex 
screen is great, but its 
lack of DVI input is a 
shame. The integrated multi-format 
smart card reader is a nice bonus, as is 
the inclusion of wireless networking 
from the 802.11g card. This system uses 
two Hauppauge TV cards, allowing you 
to simultaneously watch and record 
different TV channels if need be. 
Connectivity is comprehensive, and 
even includes S/PDIF 

As with a few of the other systems 
on test, the use of a low-end graphics 


optional, but are an important upgrade 
when you consider the lack of other 
connectivity options brought about by 
the machines small size. 

Theres no way of running the same 
set of benchmarks on the Mac mini as 
we run on the PC systems, but suffice 
to say that the Mac mini copes with 
most tasks easily, and the suite of Mac 
applications makes this a versatile and 
powerful system in other ways. 

The Mac mini isn't directly 
comparable to the Windows machines, 
but this isn’t the point. It's perfect for 
anyone wanting a stylish and compact 
system for the living room. And its 
nearly silent in operation too. 





card has a major impact on the 
performance. The Elonex’s results from 
both versions of the 3DMark test were 
among the worst. But It's not the same 
story with SYSmark performance, 
which was very competitive against 
the other machines. 

Elonex’s PC is let down by its poor 
graphics card, but is otherwise a great 
Media Center PC that's particularly ideal 
for keen TV viewers. 
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Evesham e-Box2 


PRICE £1,499 (£1,276 ex VAT) 
DELIVERY £40 (£34 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Evesham 0870 160 9500 
INFO www.evesham.com 
WARRANTY Iwo years on-site, one 
year return to base 
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OG e-Box2 seems 
intended as an all-inclusive 
Media Center solution that can act as 
a high-tech replacement for a DVD 
player/recorder, thus becoming the 
core component of a home cinema. 

The look of this package is 
dominated by the massive LCD screen. 
It's this more than the base unit itself 
that really makes the e-Box2 stand out 
from the crowd. The actual base unit 
is about the size of a VCR, maybe a 
little taller, and isn't particularly 
remarkable for looks or in terms of 
design. Like the other components it's 
silver and black, but its far from the 
best looking system on test. The metal 
fascia feels abrasive and is also 
worryingly sharp in places. 

The e-Box25 core configuration is 
a bit of a let down, especially the 
graphics card. The Radeon X300SE is 
one of the weakest cards on test and 
really lets down the machine in 
general. Otherwise, the 200GB hard 
drive and 512MB installed RAM are 
good, but in reality are pretty standard 
and perhaps should be bigger given 
the high price point, especially 
considering that this machine is 
designed for TV watching and 
recording and as such storage Is key. 


Mesh Media Plus 


PRICE £1,499 (£1,276 ex VAT) 
DELIVERY £46 (£39 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Mesh Computers 
0870 046 4747 

INFO www.meshcomputers.co.uk 
WARRANTY Three years, on-site 
parts and labour 
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Mi Media Plus PC is housed in 
a standard-sized small-form 
factor (SFF) chassis; this makes it good 
for use either as a Media Center or as a 
desktop replacement. 

The Shuttle chassis is the exact 
same one that’s also employed by the 
MV PC in this round-up. The black finish 
is pleasing to the eye and is matched 
by the colour scheme of the monitor 
and input devices; both are black with 
silver trim. The screen in particular is 
extremely stylish with its large viewing 
area and attractive bevel. The Media 
Plus is a well-coordinated system and 
all of the components sit together 
extremely nicely. 

The core configuration of this 
system Is far and away the best of all 
the systems on test. The AMD Athlon 
64 4000+ runs at 24GHz and Is a 
Staggeringly fast processor, easily faster 
than the 3.0GHz and 3.2GHz Intel 
Pentium 4 alternatives found on other 
PCs in the group. The large 300GB hard 
disk and 1GB of DDR RAM are very 
impressive components and combine 
to make this a pretty flawless core 
configuration. This is further enhanced 
by the use of the powerful Radeon 
X800 Pro graphics card which, although 
not as good as the GeForce 6800 GT in 
the MV system, Is still a very capable 





The 3.0GHz Pentium 4 is powerful 
and manages to process video signals 
well, while the slot-loading multi- 
format Panasonic DVD writer supports 
DVD-RAM as well as the more common 
+R/RW formats. It also has integrated 
802.119 wireless networking. 

The Microsoft keyboard and mouse 
are excellent, while the 23in widescreen 
LCD display is the outstanding hardware 
feature; it even has its own remote 
control. It doesn’t have a DVI port, but it 
does offer two SCART inputs and 
comprehensive audio ports. The 
e-Box2 features two Black Gold TV 
tuner cards; this allows you to watch 
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card. This impressive line-up is 
completed with a 16x dual-format, 
dual-layer DVD writer and a multi- 
format smart card drive. 

The 19in DVl-ready ViewSonic 
monitor is excellent and a great 
addition to any system, as is the 
wireless rechargeable Logitech 
keyboard and mouse set. The included 
Media Center remote is one of the 
smallest here. There is a TV card 
installed so that you can watch TV on 
your Media Center, although the fact 
that theres only one means that you 
cant record a different channel at the 
same time. Other connectivity options 
are good so there shouldn't be any 
problems here. 


one channel while recording another; a 
great choice for a TV machine. 

While the SYSmark 2004 benchmark 
suggests that this PC performs very 
well with one of the best overall scores, 
this Just isn't matched by its graphics 
performance. This means that those 
after anything resembling good gaming 
performance will have to look 
elsewhere or stomach the extra outlay 
and add a better graphics card. 

We wish that a couple of the 
components had been of a higher 
specification, but with dual TV tuners 
and a brilliant LCD screen were sure it'll 
be a popular choice regardless. 





Performance levels of the Media 
Plus are nothing short of excellent right 
across the board. The SYSmark result 
indicates a powerful system in all 
departments, but its in graphics 
performance that it really excels. 
Although the graphics card is inferior to 
the MV computer's 6800 GI, the potent 
core configuration of the Media Plus 
gives the system the support it needs 
to earn the highest results in our 
3DMark tests by quite a distance. 

The Media Plus is without doubt 
the system of choice this month. The 
core configuration is the best by some 
distance, making it a powerful Media 
Center, games machine or workstation; 
whichever you need. 














DISCREET PCs 


The sound of silence 


Davey Winder explores the trends driving the quiet PC revolution 


Airflow pattern design 

Savvy system designers understand that fans 
which simply circulate hot air are not worth a 
penny. While using larger fans can maintain the 
same cooling capacity at a much reduced noise 
level, the smart money is on smart fan 
management. Philip Rees (www.philrees.co.uk) 
builds systems for sound engineers, and these 
implement a custom-designed central airflow 
control system, which uses thermistors to regulate 
the cooling according to the system temperature at 
any given time. With fans running only as fast as 
is actually needed and, importantly, in complete 
coordination with each other to ensure a totally 
balanced airflow, the computer runs cool and quiet 
all of the time. 

The physics of case cooling are 
straightforward: cool air needs to be guided 
towards those components that run hot, and the 
resulting hot air has to be vented outside of the 
case. But it's airflow pattern design techniques to 
reduce turbulence that result in noise reduction. 
Turbulent airflow is usually revealed by the high 
pitch whine caused by cavitation. This is when the 
fan blade passes by an obstruction that causes a 
partial vacuum, when the blade moves past it the 
vacuum is filled by a rush of air, which causes the 
whine. Such cavitation can be caused by a fan 
simply being too close to the vanes of a heatsink 
or a poorly positioned perforated case panel. 


Fanless cases 
The next step up from smart fan management to 
reduce noise is to remove the fans from the 
equation altogether. The Zalman (www.zalman. 
com) TNN (Totally No Noise) is the first completely 
fan-less case. It combines an anodised aluminium 
body with copper heatpipes to transfer heat from 
the CPU, Northbridge and graphics card to the case 
body itself. In effect the case acts as a massive 
heatsink, even the PSU is a fanless model that 
uses direct transfer of heat to the case for cooling. 
Heatpipes are a sealed tube filled with a 
liquid, as the heat increases so the liquid 
evaporates and the heat is taken up the pipe to 
where it's vented allowing the gas to condense 
and the heat to dissipate. The liquid then flows 
back to the hot area and so the cycle is repeated. 
Heatpipes don't require water pumps or 
refrigeration units so are both silent and safe, 
unlike the water-cooling bastardisations popular 
with hobbyist ‘modders’. The use of rear mounted 
thermal blocks on the motherboard, in line with 
the Field Effect Transistors (FETs) and the 
Northbridge chipset, allows for the ‘stack cool’ 
effect to dissipate the heat and reduce each of 
these components temperatures by 10 
degrees Centigrade. 


Cool ‘n’ Quiet CPUs 
Thermaltake (www. 
thermaltake.com) has used 
similar concepts as Zalman but 
combined them within a single 
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‘4 in 1’ CPU cooling solution, the ‘Big Typhoon’. 
Copper base solder is used for a perfect contact to 
ensure performance levels are maintained, six 
heatpipes transfer the heat to an array of 142 high 
density aluminium fins, which provide a large 
surface area to ensure efficient dissipation of that 
heat, and a 12cm fan which operates at a literal 
16dB whisper completes the airflow management 
side of things. Another way to passively reduce 
the heat levels of your CPU is to underclock and 
undervolt it when not under a heavy load. This is, 
of course, much easier said than done and has 
been in the realm of obsessed system modders 
only up until now — thanks to AMD Athlon 64 
processors with Cool ‘n’ Quiet (CnQ) technology. 

New to desktop computing, CnQ comes into its 
own when used with compatible motherboards 
that have automatic CPU fan controllers to slow 
fan speed down as CPU temperature drops. CnQ 
instructions are baked into the processor, 
monitoring computer usage at a rate of 30 times 
per second, and according to AMD at least, can 
reduce power usage by as much as 60 per cent 
(down to around 1.1v) resulting in noise 
reductions of as much as 10 per cent. 


Beyond fluid dynamic bearings 

With traditional hard drives 
the motors rotate on metal 
alloy ball bearings which 


The Thermaltake ‘Big 
Typhoon’ combines four CPU 
cooling technologies in one. 








The Totally No Noise case is completely fanless, 
utilising heatpipe cooling and turning the case 
into a giant heatsink. 





This unusual Zalman CPU cooling design suspends 
the fan itself inside the heatsink to reduce noise. 


are inherently loud anyway, but get louder still as 
the motor bearings become worn. At microscopic 
level the balls are never actually perfectly round, 
but by filling the bearings with fluid instead you 
get a spin, which is almost circular and so 
produces little vibration and less sound. But there 
is more to controlling hard drive noise than just 
changing to fluid dynamic bearings. 

Samsung (www.samsung.com) has been busy 
developing its ‘Spinpoint’ hard drive series that 
integrate FDB motors with their SilentSeek and 
NoiseGuard technologies. SilentSeek changes the 
seek profile of the drive by doing away with the 
traditional ‘bang bang’ seek operation, which 
relocates the actuator assembly from one track 
location to another as quickly as possible. But the 
shape of the current, applied to the positioning 
mechanism, is very similar to a square wave 
containing high frequency harmonics components 
and so simulates mechanical resonance. 
SilentSeek uses a sinusoidal seek trajectory that 
prevents high frequency harmonics excitation, 
without much impact on positioning and head 
settling times. NoiseGuard is a lot less complex, 
simply being the use of the optimal combination 
of vibration absorbing materials with HDD cover 
design to reduce mechanical vibration. 

While the high tech trends are promising, 
there's a world of difference between a ‘quiet’ PC 
and a ‘silent’ one. With so many compromises to 
be made - sacrificing raw power to reduce the 
decibels for one thing and bottom line system cost 
for another — it’s doubtful that you'll be able to 
enjoy the silence for some time yet ... 





MV Cubik GamePro Ultimate 


MV Cubik GamePro Ultimate 

PRICE £1,479 (£1,259 ex VAT) 
DELIVERY £39 (£33 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER MV 0871 855 4668 

INFO www.go-mv.com 

WARRANTY One year on-site parts 
and labour, two years’ return to base, 
labour only 
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MV CUBIK GAMEPRO 
ULTIMATE 


Value 009000000 
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he Cubik GamePro Ultimate from 

MV is a small-form factor PC that's 
designed as a powerful desktop- 
equivalent multimedia system for the 
living room or bedroom. 


The black Shuttle chassis is the © 


same model as that used for the 
Mesh Media Plus PC. Its very good- 


scheme means that it will be at 
home in just about any setting. 
The Sharp TFT monitor is also 
good to look at, being finished in 
silver and black. The subtle design 


looking and the black colour la] 


gives it an undeniable aesthetic appeal, 


and will ensure it blends in with your 
hi-fi set-up. The wireless optical 
keyboard and mouse from Logitech are 
both white and, although they don't 
really tie in with the other components, 
they look good in their own right. 

The GeForce 6800 GT graphics card, 
with 256MB of RAM, is singularly the 
best card on test and this makes the 
Cubik system great for gaming. The 
GamePro Ultimate also has 1GB 
installed RAM; this is excellent and 
should be expected at this price point, 
but surprisingly only two systems have 
this much. MV's 250GB hard disk is the 
second biggest here, and the AMD 
Athlon 64 3500+ processor Is very 
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respectable and compares favourably 
against the Intel processors in the other 
machines. A 16x Sony DVD writer 
rounds off the configuration well. 

The Cubik GamePro doesnt use the 
Media Center Edition of Windows and 
as such doesn't have a TV tuner card. 
This is a shame and means that it isn't 
the best choice in the group for use In 
a living room. It does have a multi- 
format Smart Card drive, and the array 
of connectivity options is good. The 
17in Sharp monitor has DVI, features an 
adjustable stand and its image quality 
is superb. However, many of the other 
systems include 19in LCD screens and, 
for this price, we would have liked to 
see one. On the plus-side, the Logitech 
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input devices are easy to use and are 
of a decent quality. 

The performance levels of MV's 
system are very impressive in all 
departments. General performance is 
excellent, as proven by one of the 
highest SYSmark results in the round- 
up. Graphics performance is similarly 
superb, only being beaten by the 
imposing core configuration of the 
Mesh system. 

Not using Windows Media Center 
and not having a TV card onboard 
prevents MV's system from being the 
best multimedia PC on test here, but for 
a stylish gaming machine or even for a 
powerful home office system youd be 
hard pushed to find better. 














NET HighStreet NETMCE699 
PRICE £999 (£850 ex VAT) 
DELIVERY £20 (£17 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Net HighStreet 

0870 027 1339 

INFO www.nethighstreet.com 
WARRANTY Three years return to 
base labour, one year parts 
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Net HighStreet NETMCE699 
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he Net HighStreet NETMCE699 is 
a small-form factor (SFF) PC that's 
housed in a regular shuttle-sized 
chassis. It's intended as a dedicated 
Media Center PC and has direct media 
controls on the front fascia. 

It's one of the best looking SFF 
systems that weve seen, 
with smart looks and a 
subtle design that is, 
admittedly, a little 
overwhelmed by the green 
on the fascia, but it does 
have the useful feature of a large 
LED indicator panel. Both the 
accompanying 19in monitor and the 
base unit itself are silver, while the 
Microsoft-branded wireless keyboard 
and mouse set is black and silver. 
There are better looking lounge PCs in 
this test; but the NETMCE699 certainly 
isnt an eyesore. 

Core configuration is solid across 
the board. The 3.2 GHz Pentium 4 
processor is very powerful: should you 
decide to install a TV card this will 
allow good recording performance. The 
GeForce 6600GT isn't the strongest 
video card on test, but it's near the top 
end of Nvidias current product range 
and will run all modern games to a 
very high standard. The multi-format 





DVD-rewriter and smart card drive cover 


just about all of the media formats 
between them, while the 200GB hard 
disk and the 512MB RAM allocation 
should prove adequate. 

The remote control allows direct 
access to the Windows Media Center 
features. This machine also has an 
integrated radio with FM antenna and 
802.119 wireless networking built-in. 
The 19in Philips LCD screen is one of 
our favourite screens for its excellent 
picture quality, but it lacks a DVI input, 
which is disappointing. The Microsoft- 
branded wireless optical keyboard and 
mouse are superb and represent great 
additions to the package as a whole, 





although the keyboard has an unusual 
zoom switch and a nice padded wrist 
wrest. Connectivity ports include 
external SATA and S/PDIF as well as 
two FireWire and four USB 2.0 ports. 

The NETMCE699s score in our 
SYSmark benchmark is one of the best 
and indicates that it will perform well 
across all applications. The 3DMark 
scores are respectable, but not quite up 
to the standards set by the systems 
with the top-of-the-line graphics cards. 

This system is great value. It 
performs very well in all aspects and 
offers a solid core configuration with 
some nice added extras like the radio 
and wireless networking. 


PRICE £899 (£765 ex VAT) 

DELIVERY £20 (£17 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER RockDirect 0870 990 9090 
INFO www.rockdirect.com 
WARRANTY Three years, return to 
base, parts and labour 
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ROCKDIRECT PEGASUS 
T4 1.7 


Value 009000000 
00000000 


00900000 


Features 


Performance 


TV cards 


You can't watch TV on your PC without a TV card, but why 


RockDirect Pegasus T4 1.7 





he Rock Pegasus 14 1.7 is 

intended as an ultra portable 
notebook, but is powerful and well 
featured enough to cross over into 
desktop replacement territory; hence its 
inclusion in our test. 

The silver and black finish is fairly 
standard for a notebook, but looks 
good nonetheless. Also its dimensions 
and weight make it very portable, but 
for the 14.lin screen, it would have 
been even smaller. The battery sticks 
out a little at the back, increasing the 
size, but this shouldn't really cause any 
problems in use. 

The hardware configuration is 
consistently solid in all departments. 
Although it's unfair to compare it directly 
with the featured desktop PCs, it can 
more than holds its own against other 
notebooks. The 1./GHz Intel Pentium 
Mobile processor is more than 
powerful enough for most Windows 
applications. Theres a 40GB hard disk, 
which would ideally be bigger, and 
512MB RAM installed. One letdown is 
that it only uses an integrated Intel 
graphics chipset, meaning that anyone 
after mobile gaming performance will 
be disappointed. Rocks notebook does, 
however, use a multi-format DVD writer 
which is a major bonus, and 802.1lg 


on Earth would you want two of them? 


You might have spotted that many of the 
computers in our group test feature the Media 
Center Edition of Windows XP This is the operating 
system of choice for the new breed of home 
multimedia PCs, but you'll only be able to get the 
best out of it if you have a TV tuner card in your 
machine. Internal TV tuners connect to a free PCI 


a dual-tuner card, or 


of a TV tuner for their system. There are ~ 
four possibilities, each of which is N-R 
demonstrated in at least one rag a 
machine in our group test: install 

a single TV tuner card, install a 

pair of TV tuner cards, install 
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wireless networking is usefully 
integrated into the laptop. 

As we said, the Pegasus has a 14.1in 
widescreen LCD. This is large for a 
product intended as an ultra-portable 
notebook and greatly improves its 
usability for applications like DVD 
watching. Connectivity ports are decent, 
with all the major options covered. The 
native DVI port is a particularly 
noteworthy inclusion. Both the 
keyboard and the touchpad are high 
quality and feel pleasant to use, while 
overall build quality seems superb. 

Even the best notebook graphics 
cards dont compare favourably to 





those used in desktop PCs, and given 
that the Pegasus has a very basic 
integrated solution, predictably its 
graphics performance is very poor. 
However, overall system performance is 
very good and it had a great battery life 
of 231 minutes in our MobileMark test. 
This is very impressive by any standard 
and will help you get more out of your 
laptop on the move. 

While the Rock Pegasus won't be a 
good choice for anyone after top-end 
performance or dedicated Media Center 
features, like a TV tuner, its a very well 
featured notebook that offers a great 
alternative to these cool desktop PCs. 


slot in your computer and external tuners connect 
to USB. Either way, TV tuners all accept a standard 
RF aerial input and turn it into watchable video on 
your computer. With a powerful enough PC, like 
the ones in our group test, you will also be able to 
record video from the RF source directly to your 
hard disk. 

The strain on your PC's resources when 
recording video is greatly reduced if you choose a 
TV card with a hardware encoder. An encoder 
converts the live video into a compressed MPEG 
format on the TV card itself, saving your PC's 
valuable processing power for other applications. 
Go down the software encoding route however, 
and your PC will be grinding away while you 
record video, and you won't be able to do anything 
else with it in the meantime — this is not really an 
acceptable option. 

A big consideration for designers of home 
entertainment PCs is what they choose in the way 


don't install a TV tuner 
at all and waste a 
valuable feature of 
Media Center. 

Installing a single TV 
card is the simplest and cheapest option 
of the lot, but it is the most obviously 
inconvenient; with only one TV signal making it to 
your PC you can either watch TV or record TV, but 
you can't do both at the same time. In this digital 
age it seems a little backwards to go down this 
route, but the cost-cutting element is what makes 
it appealing. 

Going for the two-TV tuner option is an 
acceptable workaround for the problem of 
simultaneous watching and recording of TV 
signals, but it doubles the cost of the TV hardware 
and requires two RF aerial inputs. The Evesham 
e-Box2 in our group test comes with an RF splitter/ 
amplifier as a solution to this problem. 


rey 





The Hauppauge WinTV-PVR-500MCE has dual 
TV tuners on board, allowing simultaneous 
watching and recording from one RF source. 


The best option is to install a TV tuner card with 
dual tuners, like the Hauppauge WinTV-PVR- 
500MCE featured in the Watford Aries PC. This card 
needs just one RF aerial input and splits it into 
two signals internally, thus allowing you to watch 
and record programmes simultaneously. The 
downside is the cost of the card is greater than a 
standard analogue TV tuner. E 
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Sony VAIO VGC-V2M 


PRODUCT Name:Sony VAIO VGC-V2M 
PRICE £1,499 (£1,276 ex VAT) 
DELIVERY Free 

SUPPLIER Sony 020 7365 2947 

INFO www-sony.co.uk 

WARRANTY One year, return to base 
parts and labour 
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SONY VAIO VGC-V2M 


Features 00900000 
Performance @©0000000 








he VGC-V2M is the latest in Sonys 
line of VAIO systems. This 
particular model is a space-saving 
machine that packs its hardware into 
the back of the monitor. 

The consummate Sony branding is 
in effect, the entire machine being 
finished in extremely stylish black and 
bearing the quintessential VAIO logo. 
Because the system is all integrated 
into the monitor assembly, this is 
actually one of the smallest systems 
on test. The novel design of the 
keyboard is really quite attractive; 
it has a retractable cover and features a 
notebook-style touchpad — and this 
isn't the only aspect of this system to 
resemble a notebook. 

The GeForce FX Go5/00 is a 
notebook graphics card and just isn't 
up to the standards set by full-blown 
desktop solutions. At first glance this 
seems like a strange choice until you 
realise that the machine uses a 
notebook motherboard to conserve 
space. However, the VAIO does use a 
desktop processor; and a strong 3.0 
GHz Pentium 4 at that. This is joined by 
an average 512MB RAM and a 200GB 
hard disk. Both of these should be fine, 
but for this price some higher spec 
components would be welcome. The 





Watford Aries Precision 1100 


PRICE £1,291 (£1,099 ex VAT) 
DELIVERY £35 (£30 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Watford Electronics 

0870 027 0900 

INFO wwwsavastore.com 
WARRANTY One year, on-site parts, 
five years’ return to base labour 
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WATFORD ARIES 
PRECISION 1100 
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he Aries system is housed in an 
under-the-IV style box that's very 
slim indeed. It is intended as a 
complete home cinema/Media Center 
solution that’s an ideal replacement for 
your tired old living room set-up. 

The base unit is notably slim for a 
PC case and looks very smart in 
black and silver — in fact, it’s 
difficult to mark it out as a PC 
when placed next to a DVD player. 
The Microsoft-branded input 
devices are black in colour and fit 
in nicely with the overall colour 
scheme. With a stylish Sony projector 
in place of a monitor, this system is 
strikingly different from the rest of the 
field all round. 

Because of the cases limited 
Capacity for hardware, the Precision 
1100's core configuration is one of the 
weakest on test. This begins with the 
middle-of-the-road Athlon 64 3000+ 
processor. RAM is the lowest of all the 
desktop systems with just 384MB 
installed, and the optical drive is only a 
DVD-ROM/CD-RW, albeit with a nice 
slot-loading mechanism, which doesn't 
offer the same functionality as the DVD 
writers found elsewhere. The hard drive 
size of 250GB is actually very good, 
and particularly useful for recording 
video, but we were really disappointed 








DVD writer is only an 
8x model, which is a 
slight shame. 

Sony's stylish 
wireless keyboard is 
great to use and the 
touchpad feature Is a 
nice bonus, which 
almost makes up for 
the odd design of 
the wireless optical 
mouse that comes 
with the set. The 
screen has a 
viewable size of 1/in 
and is excellent 
quality with Sony's 
X-Black technology, It 
also features speakers that are, like 
everything else, integrated. 

Around the side of the unit is a 
Memory Stick slot and a single PCMCIA 
card slot — another notebook-type 
feature. Theres a nice Sony remote 
control too because Sony doesn't use 
the official Windows Media Center 
Edition, preferring instead to use Its 
own VAIO Zone software. Connectivity 
options are good, but the actual ports 
themselves are quite difficult to access 
because of their awkward location at 
the rear of the system. 








with the graphics chipset: the onboard 
Radeon XPRESS 200 simply isn't 
powerful enough to handle gaming. 
Aside from its slimline chassis, 
possibly the most attractive feature of 
this machine isn't in the machine at all; 
its the Sony VPL-DS100 projector that 
comes in place of a monitor. This adds 
significant value to an otherwise 
under-specced system. The Aries 
machine is the only one to feature a 
projector and it makes a perfect low- 
cost alternative to a large display. 
Watford should be commended for this 
unique inclusion. The bundled 
Microsoft wireless optical keyboard and 
mouse are great for day-to-day use 





Although the overall SYSmark result 
isn't the best, it isn’t far off the pace 
and is very respectable when taken in 
its own right. Unfortunately, the 
graphics performance isn't as good. The 
3DMark results are some of the worst 
on test. Ultimately, this means that 
graphics and gaming performance will 
be very poor from this PC. 

This system can only really be 
recommended to anyone that wants a 
super-stylish major brand name PC, 
who has little care for the cost or 
graphics performance. 





and the Hauppauge PVR-500 dual TV 
tuner is perfect for simultaneous TV 
viewing and recording on two different 
channels, and the machines 
connectivity options are extensive. 

Performance-wise, this PC just wont 
be fast enough for keen gamers, and 
with no AGP port theres no chance of 
an upgrade. Its SYSmark scores are 
pretty disappointing too, which is 
mostly going to be due to the below- 
average amount of RAM. 

The system itself is a lovely bit of 
kit, and perfect for a home cinema 
system, particularly with the inclusion 
of a projector, but as an everyday 
computer it doesn’t cut the mustard. 











Smaller, cooler, better 


We look at how existing and upcoming technology will 
reduce the size of your PC, keep it cool and make it quieter 


There has always been a trend towards the 
miniaturisation of computer technology; it's how 
personal computers originally came about, and 
how we now find ourselves with tiny PDAs that 
sport more processing power than a 1998-era 
desktop PC. 

Laptops have always been second-rate 
performers compared to desktop PCs, because 
they have had to cram the optimal-sized desktop 
technology into a slimline laptop chassis. There's 
one simple reason why this is such a problem: 
cooling. It’s well known that PC components 
produce heat, and that heat in turn can destroy 
them, so this heat has to be removed. Overheating 
problems in a desktop computer can often be 
solved simply by installing a new case fan or 
tidying up the internal cables, but you just can't 
cool a laptop like you can a tower PC. You don't 
have open areas for air to circulate, you can’t fit in 
heatsinks of the girth that are required to cool 
desktop processors, you don't get the airflow of a 
pair of 80mm fans blowing cool air through your 
whole system. 

So miniaturised computer technology has 
always had to cope with being second-rate to full- 
sized desktop systems, although all that was 
really required to sort this out was a change in 
form factor: BTX (Balanced Technology Extended), 
for example, is Intel's recent standard designed to 


“SOUND IS KEY IN THE LIVING 
ROOM: WHO WANTS A 40MM FAN 
SQUEALING DURING STAR WARS?” 


replace the ageing ATX (Advanced Technology 
Extended) standard. It's designed to be scalable 
for smaller systems, slimline for the kind of PCs 
that are in our Group Test, and balanced enough in 
its component layout to require just one fan to 
keep the whole PC cool. Could it be that this one 
form factor will solve many of the problems 
associated with PCs today? Actually, it's possible 
that it will, and it will certainly be interesting to 
see the first batch of PCs that adhere to this 
standard when they come out in a few months’ 
time, if all goes well. 








Small-form PCs are 
a compromise 
between style, size 
and performance. 
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Until then, the rising 
popularity of the small-form 
factor (SFF) system has been 
the catalyst the industry 
needed to start getting PCs out 
of the home office and into the 
other rooms of the house. Now 
that you can fit a relatively 
small, unobtrusive and 
occasionally stylish PC down 
by the side of your TV without 
the ugly bulk of a beige tower 
detracting from the room's 
decor, surely it makes the 
proposition of a PC that can 
play your DVDs, let you watch 
and record TV, tune in to radio, 
and organise and store your 
entire music collection that 
much more tempting? 

There is another important 
issue that has the potential to 
either set the lifestyle PC 
bandwagon rolling or to grind it 
to a halt: noise. Something you will have probably 
noticed when using your PC is that it makes a fair 
old noise, which will be thanks to the internal 
cooling fans it uses, but can you imagine being 
happy with this noise coming from your TV when 
you're trying to watch the news? 
It's important that the people 
who design these lifestyle PCs 
appreciate that sound is key in 
the living room: nobody wants a 
40mm fan squealing all the way 
through Star Wars. There's 
considerable pressure on the manufacturers of 
these systems to make sure that their products sit 
as quietly as your cable TV box while delivering 
far more processing power. 

It's difficult, and expensive, enough to build a 
balanced computer system that’s powerful, 
noiseless and has a good cooling solution in a 
desktop tower case, let alone in an SFF case or 
smaller. BTX, with its intelligently designed layout 
and minimal cooling requirements, and its 
specification, could be the solution to this 
problem. But time will tell. 





Space is at a premium inside a lifestyle PC, so an efficient cooling system 
is required if unwanted background noise is to be avoided. 





While the issues we've highlighted so far are 
important from a PC user's point of view, building 
lifestyle PCs for the general public will require 
some more intuitive design characteristics. A 
perfect example of a feature that modern PCs 
already have that will be very important to these 
machines is their ability to hibernate instead of 
shutting down. This is where the PC shuts down 
all non-essential processes, listening only for an 
instruction to wake back up, at which point it will 
resume exactly where it left off, bypassing the 
lengthy boot-up process. This is an important 
development if lifestyle PCs are to make it into the 
mass market. After all, who wants to wait for their 
TV to boot-up or for their radio to shut down? 
Indeed, most TVs can be turned ‘off’ into a 
standby mode, in which they are ready to turn 
back on again in a moment's notice, so to many 
consumers it will make sense if their Media Center 
PC behaves in the same way. If features like this, 
that the PC industry feels are crucial innovations, 
are forgotten about by the mass market, then the 
lifestyle PC designers can sleep easy in the 
knowledge that they have done a good job. E 
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DETAILS 

Manufacturer Apple Elonex Evesham Mesh 

Model Mac mini Artisan LX e-Box2 Media Plus 

Price (ex VAT) £398 (£339 ex VAT) £999 (£850 ex VAT) £1,499 (£1,276 ex VAT) £1,499 (£1,276 ex VAT) 

Delivery charge (ex VAT) £12 (£10 ex VAT) Free online £40 (£34 ex VAT) £46 (£39 ex VAT) 

Supplier 0870 555 0000 0870 780 1010 0870 160 9500 0870 046 4747 

Info www.apple.com www.elonex.co.uk www.evesham.com www.meshcomputers.co.uk 

Warranty One year Three years, collect and return Two years, on-site parts and labour, Three years, on-site parts and labour 
third year return to base 

Callout/Turnaround n/a Next day/5-10 days Next business day/3 business days Not stated/5-7 days 

SPECIFICATION 

CPU model PowerPC 64 Pentium 4E Pentium 4 Athlon 64 4000+ 

CPU clock 142GHz 3,0GHz 3.0GHz 2.4GHz 

Level 2 cache Mac mini specific 1MB 1MB 1MB 

System board Mac mini specific FIC P4M-915G MSI MS-7133 Shuttle SN95G5 

Chipset Mac mini specific Intel 19156 Intel 1915G Nvidia nForce3 Ultra 

Memory/bus clock 167MHz/167MHz 400MHz/800MHz 400MHz/800MHz 400MHz/200MHz 

Supplied memory 512MB 512MB 512MB 1,024MB 

Maximum memory 1,024MB 4096MB 4096MB 2,048MB 

HD make Toshiba Western Digital Western Digital Maxtor 

HD capacity (formatted) 80GB (744GB) 200GB (186GB) 200GB (186GB) 300GB (279GB) 

CD/DVD drive make/speed Matshita 24x CD-R Samsung 16x DVD+RW DL Panasonic 8x DVD#RW/RAM Sony 16x DVD+RW DL 





Other drives and devices 


AirPort Extreme Card, Bluetooth 2x Hauppauge NOVA-T digital TV 
tuner cards, 802.11g Wi-Fi card, 


media card reader 


2x Black Gold digital TV tuner cards, 
Viewsonic 802.11g Wi-Fi card, Media 
Center remote 


Black Gold DVB-T digital TV tuner card, 
media card reader, Media Center 
remote, Belkin Port USB 2.0 hub 








PCle slots (Total/Free) None 1/1 1/1 n/a 
PCI slots (Total/Free) None 3/0 3/0 1/1 
AGP (?x) Ax n/a n/a 8x 
Drive bays (Ext 5.25, 3.5/Int 3.5) None 2, 2/2 (2) 1, 0/1 (1) 1, 1/1 (1) 


Ports 


IEEE1394, Ethernet, USB 2.0, Audio, DVI 2x |EEE1394, Ethernet, IEEE1294, video 
out, RS-232, audio, line in L/R, line-out 
L/R, optical in, phone, modem, 2x IR 
control, optical in, S/PDIF out (coax), 


DVI, 6x USB 2.0, 2x PS/2 


2x IEEE1394, Ethernet, IEEE1294, video 
out, RS-232, audio, optical out, 6x USB2, 
TV/FM, DVI, Serial (D-Sub), 2x PS/2 


2x IEEE1394, Ethernet, RS-232, audio, 
optical in and out, S/PDIF coax out, 4x 
USB 2.0, 2x PS/2 














Monitor None Elonex MNOL9TCV Tatung Evesham LCD TV ViewSonic VX912 
Monitor type n/a LCD LCD TV LCD 
Quoted/viewable screen size n/a 19in/19in 23in/23in 19in/19in 
Maximum resolution n/a 1,280x1,024 1,280x/68 1,280x1,024 
Video adaptor Radeon 9200 Radeon X300SE Radeon X300SE Radeon X800 Pro 
PCI-e level n/a 16x 16x n/a 

Video memory 32MB 128MB 128MB 256MB 








Soundcard Realtek AC’9/ Realtek AC’97 Realtek ALC880 Nvidia MCP2-S 
Speakers None None Creative I-Trigue 2.1 3400 Creative l-Trigue 2.1 3300 
BIOS manufacturer Mac mini specific Award AMI Award 


os 


Mac OSX 10.3.8 Windows XP Media Center Edition 


Windows XP Media Center Edition 





Windows XP Media Center Edition 





Filing system 


BENCHMARKS 


SYSmark 04 overall 
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HFS+ NTFS 


n/a 175 
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MV NetHighStreet Rock Sony Watford 

Cubik GamePro Ultimate Net PCPlus Media 999 Pegasus 14 VGC-V2M Aries Precision 1100 

£1,479 (£1,259 ex VAT) £999 (£850 ex VAT) £899 (£765 ex VAT) £1,499 (£1,276 ex VAT) £1,291 (£1,099 ex VAT) 

£39 (£33 ex VAT) £20 (£17 ex VAT) £20 (£17 ex VAT) Free £35 (£30 ex VAT) 

0871 855 4668 08700 27 1339 0870 990 9090 020 7365 2947 020 7365 2947 

Www.go-mv.com www.nethighstreet.com www.rock-direct.com Www.sony.co.uk Www.savastore.com 

One year on-site, parts and labour; One year return to base, parts only; Three years’ return to base, parts and One year return to base, parts and One year on-site parts; four years’ 
two years return to base three years’ return to base, labour only labour labour return to base, labour only 

48 hours/7 business days Not stated/3-4 days Not stated/Not stated Not stated/Not stated 1-2 days/3-5 days 




















Athlon 64 3500+ Pentium 4E 775 Pentium M Pentium 4E Athlon 64 3000+ 

2.2GHz 3.2GHz 1./GHz 3GHz 1.8GHz 

512KB 1MB 512KB 1MB 512KB 

Shuttle SN95G5 iDEQ 300G MTC-Montara-GML Intel ATI RS480 

NVIDIA nForce3 Ultra Intel 19156 Intel 1855GME Intel 18656 RS480 

400MHz/200MHz 400MHz/800MHz 333MHz/200MHz 400MHz/800MHz 400/200MHz 

1,024MB 512MB 512MB 512MB 384MB 

2,048MB 2,048MB 1,024MB 1,024MB 4096MB 

Hitachi Maxtor IBM Seagate Maxtor 

250GB (232GB) 200GB (189GB) 40GB (38GB) 200GB (186GB) 250GB (233GB) 

Sony 16x DVD+RW DL NEC 16x DVD+RW DL Sony 8x DVD+RW DL Sony 8x DVD+RW DL Matshita 24x CD-R 

Media card reader FM radio, 802.11g wireless networking 802.1lg wireless networking PC card slot, Memory Stick slot Hauppauge PVR-500 digital TV tuner 
card, Media Center remote card, Media Center remote 





n/a 1/1 n/a n/a None 
1/1 1/1 n/a None 3/2 
8X n/a n/a 8X 8X 
1, 1/1 (1) 1, 0/2 (1) n/a 1, 0/1 (1) 0, 0/1 (1) 
2x IEEEI394, Ethernet, RS-232, audio, 2x |EEEI394, Ethernet, RS-232, audio, Ethernet, phone, PC card slot, DVI out, 2x IEEE1394, Ethernet, audio, audio L/R, 2x IEEE1394, Ethernet, IEEE1294, TV out, 
optical in and out, S/PDIF coax out, 4x optical in and out, external SATA, D-Sub, D-Sub out, 3x USB 2.0 S-Video in, composite in, antenna, S-Video out, audio, S/PDIF out, 8x 
USB2, 2x PS/2 4x USB 2.0, 2x PS/2 phone, optical out, S/PDIF in (coax), PC USB2, TV/FM, D-Sub, 2x PS/2 
card, Memory Stick/MSPro card reader, 
4x USB2 











Sharp LL-1/2G-B Philips 190S5 Laptop LCD Integrated Sony Display Sony VPL-DS100 
LCD LCD LCD LCD Projector 

Vin/17in 19in/19in 14.1in/14.1in Vin/17in n/a 

1,280x1,024 1,280x1,024 1,280x/68 1,280x/68 1024x768 

GeForce 6800 GT GeForce 6600 GT Intel 82855 GME GeForce FX Go5/00 Radeon XPRESS 200 
n/a 16x, 1x n/a n/a n/a 

256MB 128MB 64MB 128MB 128MB 





Nvidia MCP2-S Realtek AC’9/ Realtek AC’9/ SoundMAX Integrated Digital Realtek AC’9/ 
Creative l-Trigue 2.1 3400 Creative Inpsire 5.1 P580 Integrated Stereo Integrated Stereo Creative SBS560 
Award Award Insyde AMI Award 


Windows XP Home Edition Windows XP Media Center Edition Windows XP Home Edition Windows XP Home Edition Windows XP Media Center Edition 





NTFS NTFS NTFS NTFS NTFS 


1/9 1/5 n/a 168 168 
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EDITOR'S CHOICE 


Mesh Media Plus 


PRICE £1,499 (£1,276 ex VAT) 

DELIVERY £46 (£39 ex VAT) 

SUPPLIER Mesh Computers 0870 046 4747 

INFO www.meshcomputers.co.uk 

WARRANTY Three years’ on-site, parts and labour 


he Mesh Media Plus PC is the clear winner of 

the Editors Choice Award. The main reason for 
this is that it has the most powerful overall hardware 
configuration of all of the featured systems. This 
begins with the top end AMD processor, the large 
RAM allocation and the largest hard disk in the test. It 
also has a powerful Radeon graphics card and a 
good DVD writer. The 19in LCD screen is excellent 
quality, as are the accompanying input devices. All of 
this leads to exceptional performance levels, 
particularly in terms of graphics power, which is far 
and away the best on test, and an enjoyable all- 
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BEST VALUE 


Apple Mac mini 


PRICE £398 (£339 ex VAT) 
DELIVERY £12 (£10 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER inmac 08705 55 0000 
INFO www.inmac.co.uk 
WARRANTY One year 


Q just under £400, the Apple Mac mini is at least 
twice as cheap as every other machine on test 
— you could buy two of these for your home, with 
monitors and input devices, and still have money 
Spare compared to the most expensive alternatives. 
While its not really comparable in terms of hardware 
configuration or performance, It's still a good all- 
round system with some nice extras, like the 
integrated Bluetooth, for example. 

It's a real style statement, both in terms of 
aesthetic appeal and size, and as such will be at 
home in any set of surroundings. When you consider 
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round user experience. The only improvement we 
would suggest in terms of the systems hardware 
would be to add another TV tuner so that you are 
able to watch and record two TV channels at the 
same time. 

The Media Plus sets out to be a complete Media 
Center PC that covers all the angles and sits 
comfortably in any room in the house, which it does 
with aplomb, but it is also an extremely competent 
desktop PC in its own right. 


PC verdict 000000000 
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that for the price difference between this and one of 
the PCs on test its possible to upgrade the Mac mini 
with a SuperDrive, for example, and buy just about 
any combination of input devices, speakers and 
monitor, it seems even better value for money, 

Although it isnt a good choice for use as a 
dedicated multimedia machine and it clearly wont 
be to everyones taste, the Apple Mac mini is the 
consummate style computer that comes at a very 
reasonable price indeed. 


PC verdict 000000000 








Nine contenders, but there can be only one victor, it's 
time for that champion to make itself known 


Good things come in 
petite packages ... 


While many of the PCs on test have 
similar configurations and features, the 
two award winning systems were 
markedly different in some very 
important ways; here's a quick run 
down of some of the factors that 
swayed the final decision. 

Apple's Mac mini is very cheap 
compared to the competition. The most 
expensive desktop solutions featured 
cost nearly £1,500: you could buy three 
Mac minis and still have a good £250 
left over for the same price. That means 
that you could upgrade a Mac mini to 
its top specification (by adding a 
SuperDrive, more RAM and so on), 
bundle some extra software and still 
have enough money left to buy just 
about any combination of keyboard, 
mouse, speakers and monitor, or even 
a projector at this price. While the 
power and specification of the Mac 
mini doesn’t bear direct comparison to 
the alternatives, it is the best choice for 
those on a budget and also represents 
the ultimate in style and space saving. 

On paper, the Mesh Media Plus 
sports the most powerful and 
impressive configuration of all nine 
systems on test by some distance. The 
top-end AMD processor, 1GB RAM, 
300GB hard disk and powerful Radeon 
X800 Pro graphics card make up a 
spectacular core configuration that's 
also joined by a great TV card, DVD 
writer and 19in LCD monitor. This makes 
for a highly desirable specification and 
its potency is reflected in its benchmark 
results, which were the best on show. 
The overall system performance is 
excellent, but it's the graphics power 
that's the most impressive aspect; both 
versions of the 3DMark test show that 
the Media Plus is far and away the best 
choice on test for gaming and 3D 
applications. It would be even better 
with one of the faster graphics cards 
that are available. 

The Aries Precision 1100 is definitely 
worth a mention; this is mainly 
because of its Sony projector and 
superb Hauppauge dual-TV tuner. With 
a slightly better core configuration it 
would surely have won the Editor's 
Choice Award. Nonetheless, it is still a 
top-notch home cinema solution that 
could replace any existing audiovisual 
setup. Both the MV Cubik GamePro 
Ultimate and the NetHighStreet Net 
PCPlus Media 999 are very good 
machines in their own right, too, and 
can be recommended very highly as 
powerful lifestyle PCs; they were just 
slightly eclipsed by the top machines. 
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Five smartphones fight it out for a better signal 
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Richard Hill 
labs@pcplus.co.uk 


Richard Hill is the former editor of 
Mobile Computer User and 
therefore knows a thing or two 
about the latest smartphones 


A Smarter 
Alternative 


Between the mobile and PDA Is the smartphone, Richard 
Hill evaluates a device that promises to deliver email, web 
browsing and PC synchronisation in a pocket-sized package 


t's not so long ago that anyone using 

electronics to manage their lives was 

forced to invest in jackets with deep 

pockets; the better to hold not one but 
two essential devices. While the mobile phone 
took care of your calls and text messages, the 
personal digital assistant (PDA) was your digital 
filofax, storing contacts, appointments and other 
records. A progressive owner might chance pairing 
the two with an infrared link to access the web or 
email on their PDA, with the mobile standing in as 
their modem. Thankfully, the stress on our pocket 
seams has been eased through the merger of 
information and communication. 

Every mobile phone is now more than capable of 
storing and presenting calendar and contact data, while 
the best PDAs have integrated voice call and texting 
functions. Either is a good investment if you strongly 


favour information or communication tools. No-one 
would seriously suggest that an HP iPAQ Pocket PC, for 
example, should replace a mobile phone if you make 
lots of calls: its simply too bulky, while cheap mobile 
phones are inflexible in the types of information they 
store. Appointments, yes; ebooks or city guides, no. 

Anyone seeking the best of both worlds in a single 
device should consider the curious set of options that 
are collectively known as smartphones. Most are larger 
and costlier than a basic mobile, but offer features you 
wouldn't normally expect. From the mobile phone side, 
you get voice calls, text messaging and, often, a camera 
lens; from the PDA side, you gain advanced calendar and 
diary tools, along with email and web access and the 
ability to download and run additional applications. 

The combination leads to an all-round 
communication centre, where you can check for 
voicemail, new emails and fresh text messages. 





Editor's Choice Performance Award 





Our top award for products 
that combine exceptional 
performance and quality with 
superb value for money 


Awarded to products that 
excel in our performance and 
quality tests, where money is 
less important 
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How we test 


Assessing form and function 


With smartphones sharing many features, such 
as PC synchronisation and mobile mail, usability 
is a critical way to distinguish models. Our tests 
assess the functional design of each phone, 
looking at how comfortable it is to compose 
lengthy messages on a keypad or keyboard, as 
well as how well the keypad buttons integrate 
with the on-screen menus. 

You should take your smartphone’s ability to 
send and receive email as much for granted as 
you would making a phone call. We look at how 
much help the phone offers in setting up both 
the initial Internet connection and your personal 
email account. You should be able to look up a 
contact’s email address and generate a message 
as easily as you would call them. 

A smartphone's browser is a pivotal way to 
access information while on the move. We 
assess how well the browser renders both WAP 
and web pages, how well the content fits on the 
screen, and the extent to which the browser 
integrates with other applications — enabling 
you to download and open video clips, for 
example. The Internet connection and phone 
processor should both be fast enough that the 
wait for a page to load is brief. 

Calendar and contact synchronisation 
between smartphones and PCs is standardised, 
with Outlook generally providing the 


Motorola A1000 


oure immediately reminded of a 
PDA when you look at the A1000. 
In place of a keypad is an extended 
touch sensitive display and if you claw 
at the cases bottom-right corner, you'll 
find a removable stylus with which you 
can choose elements on the screen. 
Very Pocket PC, yet the A1000 is 
arguably the most smartphone-like of 
all the devices on test. 

It remains reasonably compact in 
design and is devoted to helping you 
communicate. When you first turn it on 
all the buttons light up and animated 
logos appear on the display, but get 
past this stage and you're greeted with 
a responsibly functional home screen. 
You can access popular options, and 
see at a glance any messages that are 
waiting for you. The A1000 is designed 
to work with a modern UMTS network 
(colloquially known as 3G), rather than 
the older GSM variety, although the 
latter will do if you don't have 3G 
reception in your area. 

A message centre unites texts, 





PRICE Contract only, free from 3 
SUPPLIER 3, 08707 33 0333 
INFO wwwthree.co.uk 


NETWORK TYPE GSM 900/1,800/ 
1,900MHz, GPRS Class 10, UMTS 
SCREEN 208x320 pixels 

BATTERY LIFE 4 hours talktime, 200 
hours standby 


FULL SPECIFICATIONS ON PAGE 93 





Geir aD multimedia messages and email in a 
MOTOROLA A1000 single inbox. Although 3 provides you 
CUYD with an email address, its easy to enter 
settings for any POP3 or IMAP account, 
although you'll have to exit the 
messaging tool and access the Control 
Panel to do this. Despite the lack of a 
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information, and a USB cable transferring data at 
a predictable rate. We go further in looking at 
what other synchronisation options are 
available. If a smartphone has the ability to 
transfer Word or Excel documents, for example, it 
should also have the capability to render these 


numerical keypad, let 
alone a keyboard, 
entering text is 
comfortable thanks to 
the choice between 
tapping on an on- 
screen keyboard or 
writing direct on to 
the display. 

Given that A1000 
has made a strong | 
commitment to written Ñ 
communication, its 
ability to make phone 
calls, in contrast, is 
disappointing. In lieu 
of a keypad, you have 
to accessa a phone 
application and enter 
the number to dial on to the screen. 
Theres a History list to quickly access 
recently called numbers without re- 
entering them, but you have to switch 
to your Contacts book if you want to 
call a friend. We would have expected 
a greater degree of integration between 
the two. 

The phone application also features 
an oh-so-discreet camera button that 
enables you to initiate a video call. The 
technology works efficiently enough 
and is inarguably cool, but its 
usefulness remains limited, while 





documents properly on its own display — as not 
every model does. 

Finally, we consider the smartphone as a 
standard mobile phone, looking at issues such 
as call quality and battery life, both during use 
and while on standby. E 





theres no universal videophone system 
that would enable you to contact 
people who have the temerity to 
choose another network. 

Now that 3G connection charges 
are cheaper, the strong applications 
Suite and its near-seamless integration 
make the A1000 a serious contender, 
especially when you can often get it for 
free. Complaints are few and far- 
between, but, for example, we wish 
you good luck trying to find a storage 
card that supports the phones 
TransFlash format. 











Nokia 9300 


PRICE SiM-free only, £500 
SUPPLIER Nokia 08700 55 5777 
INFO www.nokia.co.uk 


NETWORK TYPE GSM 900/1,800/ 
1,900MHz, GPRS Class 10 

SCREEN 640x200 pixels 

BATTERY LIFE 4 hours talktime, 200 
hours standby 


FULL SPECIFICATIONS ON PAGE 93 


CoD 
NOKIA 9300 


Features 0090000000 


Performance @0000000009 
OVERALL 9) 
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r 
PEREORMANCE 
AWARD. 


N pa can stake a strong claim on 
creating the original smartphone 
with its Communicator series. Although 
the aesthetics and software have 
changed since the first model, the 
calling card remains the same. What 
looks initially like a regular, if bulky, 
mobile phone opens up like a clam to 
reveal a widescreen display and a 
decent-sized keyboard, enabling you to 
type out emails or even work on word 
processing documents. 

When the 9300 is closed, a small 
outer screen presents the current 
version of the classic Nokia phone 
menu system, possibly the best any 
manufacturer has devised. With just a 
couple of buttons, you can navigate 
basic functions such as text messages 
and contacts, addressing your everyday 
phone needs in a pleasingly direct way. 
Other applications remain unavailable 
until you crack open the case. 

The display is the best of any of the 
models on test. Nokia has opted to 
include more pixels per square 
centimetre than is usual for a phone 
display, which results in a noticeably 
sharper image. It'S a pleasure to read 
text off this screen and the landscape 
format is ideal for viewing online 
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material. Network operator profiles also 
make setting up an Internet connection 
via GPRS easy. 

Switching to the message centre, 
which handles texts, MMS and email, 
brings two further advantages of the 
9300 into sharp focus. An excellent 
interface makes choosing options 
simple. If you want to send an email, 
youre prompted to set up an email 
account without going into a different 
application to do it. The keyboard is 
also the best of the several efforts on 
offer made by various models. This is 
hardly a surprise, as its also the biggest 
and doesn't take much practice before 
youre bashing out words. 

Screen and keyboard combine 
again to help you create documents 


How secure is your smartphone? 


Mobile viruses and the looming threat 


Computer viruses inconvenience millions of PC owners, 
forcing us to protect our machines with antivirus software 
and police our email inboxes for new intruders. Although 
the smartphone equivalent isn't widespread, there are now 
enough attempts to bring viruses to mobile networks that 
the spectre of little programs damaging files, spreading 
rapidly from phone to phone, is looming large. 

Mobile phone viruses have become possible simply 
because phones are bearing a stronger technical 
resemblance to PCs. Both are designed to offer the flexibility 


“THE SPECTRE OF PROGRAMS 


DAMAGING FILES, SPREADING 


RAPIDLY IS LOOMING LARGE.” 


to enable you to install applications of your own choice and 
therefore providing an opportunity that virus writers can 
exploit. The manufacture of smartphones in particular also 
relies on a few highly developed operating systems, such as 
Symbian and Windows Mobile, each of which provides a 


ready target to a virus programmer who wants to infect as 


many people as possible. 


It's the Symbian operating system, used by Nokia, Sony 
Ericsson and others, that has so far proved the most inviting 
target. The Cabir virus, now in a dozen or so variants, is the 
most widespread. So far Cabir is more a proof of concept 
than an actual threat. Its ability to spread is limited by its 
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So far the effects of 
smartphone viruses 
has been benign, 
but Microsoft and 
Symbian are 
preparing for battle. 


use of Bluetooth to leap between phones, and its effects on 
infected phones are benign. 

Such benevolence from programmers is unlikely to 
continue. In March, the antivirus firm F-Secure reported a 
new Symbian virus able to spread via MMS. F-Secure is 
currently at the heart of efforts to stamp out 
smartphone viruses before they become as prevalent 
as PC infections. Nokia and T-Mobile are two 
companies offering their customers the chance to 
subscribe to F-Secure's antivirus system, which 

will detect and remove viruses found on 
Symbian phones and, soon, Windows 
Mobile phones. 
Both Microsoft, the maker of 
Windows Mobile, and Symbian are 
also banking on digital 
certification systems in their 
phones, which refuse to install 
unapproved files. We are, however, 
merely seeing the first skirmishes 
in what promises to be a long, 
hard battle. E 
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and spreadsheets with the integrated 
office application, which is able to 
open Microsoft Office documents 
transfered from your PC. The powerful 
tool reflects the 93005 serious-minded 
purpose, but the entertainment tools 
are equally potent. Both a music player 
and separate video player support a 
wide variety of file formats to remove 
the hassle of converting files on your 
PC before transfer. 

The 9300 demands your 
commitment — its size alone means It's 
not the easiest phone to carry around 
with you — but in return you get an 
exemplary experience. It's a device that 
is capable of responding to your whims 
and handles web, WAP and email with 
great skill. 




























Orange SPV C500 


Y notice a familiar logo as you 
switch on the SPV C500: Microsoft 
has brought its Windows operating 
system brand to mobile phones. The 
resemblance between this Windows 
and the one you use on your PC 
doesnt go much further than the 
name, however. You needn't fear an 
over-complex control system wedged 
into a phone too slow to cope. 

This is an interface designed to suit 
phone use, and it shows. Menu 
options stay consistent between 
applications, for example. It has the feel 
of an integrated suite of tools, rather 
than a hotch-potch of bought-in 
applications. The interface also benefits 
from a well-realised case design. 
Although the keypad and control 
buttons are all small, they are nicely 
spaced so that they rarely feel awkward 
to press. 

Applications include a messaging 
centre that deals with email, text and 
multimedia messages. Windows 
Mobile does its best to help with 
setting up an email account, with an 
option to check for mail server settings 
once you enter your email address. 
Writing long messages is a chore 
though, with only predictive text 





he P910i is the darling of the 
smartphone scene right now, 
scoring a major advantage over its 
rivals merely by being far more widely 
available. Four networks offer it as a 
contract option, and its not hard to see 
why. A quirky design makes a strong 
Statement, aided by an excellent case 
finish, even if it does make the phone 
relatively heavy. 

Theres more to the design than 
masculine good looks, though. Keep 
the keypad where it is to use the P9101 
as a phone, with access to basic 
applications, then pull the keypad 
down to activate a menu chock-full of 
extra tools. A stylus you can pull from 
the top enables you to use this open- 
face configuration as you would any 
other PDA. 

Like Nokias 9300, which pulls a 
similar dual-purpose stunt, the P910i 
offers markedly different interfaces 
according to which of the numerous 
modes the phone is in. When you 
have the keypad up to prompt phone 
use, a simple arc of five icons appears, 
which you can navigate using a jog 
wheel on the left-hand side. While not 
as perfect an interface as Nokias menu 
system, it Succeeds in stripping out 
unnecessary options, making 
selections faster. 





Sony Ericsson P910i 


available to speed up 
text entry. 

However, the C500 
handles your media 
needs with greater 
confidence. The 
Internet Explorer web 
browser opens with a 
list of favourite sites to 
choose from, and 
integrates well with 
the other applications. 
You can download a 
short video clip from 
Orange World in reasonable 
time, and this automatically opens in 
the C5005 video player. The built-in 
speaker is loud enough to enable you 
to hear the clip clearly as well. 

The C500 provides 28MB of internal 
memory for your data and applications, 
although you can increase capacity 
with a storage card. Orange has chosen 
Mini SD, an obscure variation on the 
now widespread SD Card format. For 
reasons known only to the designers, 
the card slot is inaccessible from the 
outside. If you want to swap one card 
for another, you have to take the 
phone back off and take the battery 
out. We would advise investing in a 
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When you flip 
down the keypad, 
you instantly have a 
brand-new machine. 
What's now a big 
chunk of screen real 
estate automatically 
Switches to show a 
list of applications, 
which you can 
choose from with the 
stylus or the jog 
wheel. Running 
across the top of the 
screen are Six icons 
to take you to 
commonly used 
areas, such as 
the web and 
WAP browser. The 
browser shows off pages well, 
although quite a lot of the screen is 
occupied by icons. 

The message centre benefits from 
the Symbian UIQ interface and an 
exceptionally legible font. You're 
supposed to write messages with the 
aid of a mini-keyboard that waits at the 
bottom of the device — its on the 
underside of the keypad — but the 
keyboard is the P910is most 
disappointing component. The keys are 
too small for you to build any 
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high-capacity card to avoid 


this irritation. 

Transferring information from your 
PC is straightforward if you use the 
supplied option of Microsoft's Outlook, 
one of the most powerful information 
managers available. A USB cable 
makes synchronisation straightforward 
and fast. 

Despite the array of features, which 
include a camera you can access with 
a side-mounted button, the C500 
delivers strong battery life. A light 
sensor to manage the screen 
brightness is a thoughtful touch, 
although it does mean you might find 
the display a little dim. 















momentum in your 


built-in handwriting 
recognition software isn't really an 
adequate substitute. 

It'S a shame the P9105 text entry 
facilities are flawed, because it deals 
with documents well in other respects. 
It's capable of opening Microsoft Office 
text and spreadsheet files, along with 
PDE Theres a generous line-up of 
applications on the phone, including a 
music player and a video application 
that takes advantage of the cameras 
video capture function. 


typing. Additionally, the 





PRICE Contract only, free from Orange 
SUPPLIER Orange 0800 80 1080 
INFO wwworange.co.uk 


NETWORK TYPE GSM 900/1,800/ 
1,900MHz, GPRS Class 10 

SCREEN 176x220 pixels 

BATTERY LIFE 5 hours talktime, 96 
hours standby 


FULL SPECIFICATIONS ON PAGE 93 


ORANGE SPV C500 
Value 0090000000 


00000000 
Performance @©@0000000 


Features 





PRICE Contract, £200 from Orange 
SIM-free, £460 

SUPPLIER Sony Ericsson 

08705 23 7237 

INFO www.sonyericsson.com 


NETWORK TYPE GSM 900/1,800/ 
1,900MHz, GPRS Class 10 

SCREEN 208x320 screen 

BATTERY LIFE 13 hours talktime, 400 
hours standby 


FULL SPECIFICATIONS ON PAGE 93 


SONY ERICSSON P9101 
Value 009000000 





0090000000 
Performance @©00000000 
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Vodafone BlackBerry 7100v 


he 7100v may carry a Vodafone 
badge, but it is, in fact, the 
product of Research In Motion, which 
makes the famous BlackBerry series of 
communication devices. The 
BlackBerrys speciality is messaging, 
particularly email. The 7100v is the first 
BlackBerry product in the UK to feature 
a new approach from RIM, reducing the 
size of the case to make it more 
convenient to use. 

Its a pity that RIM didn't invest more 
in the styling while it was shrinking the 
unit down. The /100v looks and feels 
like a plastic toy, especially compared 
to the gorgeous finish on the likes of 
Sony Ericssons P9101. It’s still well 
proportioned, however, and is 
Satisfying to hold and use. 

You can access the icon-based 
menu system through a right-mounted 
jog wheel and cancel button that soon 
becomes second nature to use. While 
the on-screen icons are clearly defined, 
theres no accompanying label until you 
move the selection cursor over the icon 
itself, which slows down navigation. 

One of the BlackBerry ranges 
strengths is its flexible email 
configuration. As well as personal email 





addresses and 
servers, you can set 
up corporate 
connections that 
enable a large 
company to distribute 
emails as if they were a 
text messages, 
alerting the recipient 
on arrival. With the 
right company set-up, 
you can also 
synchronise calendar and contact 
information over the airwaves. 

Using the email tool gives you a 
chance to sample the unusual 
BlackBerry interface, which takes the 
concept ‘minimal’ to new extremes. 
Typically, there is only the most 
essential options on-screen for you to 
select. Further options become 
available only when you press the jog 
wheel in, opening a context-sensitive 
menu. This approach means that these 
menus often feature too many choices, 
making you scroll past rarely used 
options to access more necessary and 
frequently used commands. 

An efficient web and WAP browser 
based around the excellent Vodafone 


This month's contenders up close... 


Ks 


DETAILS 
Model Motorola A1000 


Price Contract only, free (3) 
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Nokia 9300 
SIM-free only, £500 


wt Á 


Contract only, free (Orange) 
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Live service is the 
/100v's other main 
draw. Theres no camera or 

music player; no gee-whizz factor at 
all, in fact. If youre detecting an aura of 
disappointment around the BlackBerry 
/100v, youre right. RIMS done a great 
job of making everyone aware of the 
BlackBerry brand, but the machine and 
software themselves are unconvincing. 

Flexible server configuration means 
the device will appeal to businesses 
buying communicators for their mobile 
employees, but the 7100v carries little 
appeal to the individual. And you 
would think that, when text is such an 
important reason to choose a 
BlackBerry, RIM would choose a screen 
font that was remotely pleasant to read. 


Orange SPV (500 


Sony Ericsson P9101 i 
Contract, £200 (Orange), SIM-free, £460 





PRICE Contract, £100 from Vodafone 
SIM-free, £306 

SUPPLIER Vodafone Business 08080 
74 1741 

INFO www.vodafone.co.uk 


NETWORK TYPE GSM 850/900/ 
1,800/1,900MHz, GPRS Class 10 
SCREEN 240x360 pixels 

BATTERY LIFE 4 hours talktime, 192 
hours standby 


FULL SPECIFICATIONS ON PAGE 93 


VODAFONE BLACKBERRY 
7100V 


Value 000000 
Features 009000 
Performance @©0000000 
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Vodafone BlackBerry 7100v 


Contract, £166 (Vodafone); SIM-free, £306 


Supplier 3 08707 330 333 


Nokia 08700 55 5777 


www.nokia.co.uk 


Orange 0800 80 1080 


www.orange.co.uk 


Sony Ericsson 08705 23 7237 


www.sonyericsson.com 


Vodafone Business 08080 74 1/41 


www.vodafone.co.uk 


Info www.three.co.uk 


GSM 900/1,800/1,900MHz, 
GPRS Class 10, UMTS 


Network type 


GSM 900/1,800/1,900MHz, 
GPRS Class 10 


4 hours/200hours 


GPRS Class 10 


GSM 900/1,800/1,900Mhz, 


5 hours/96 hours 


GSM 900/1,800/1,900MHz, 
GPRS Class 10 


13 hours/400 hours 


GSM 850/900/1,800/1,900Mkz, 
GPRS Class 10 


4 hours/192 hours 


Talktime/standby 4 hours/200 hours 


Size/weight 59x11/x19mm/165g 


51x132x21mm/167¢g 


46x108x1/mm/100¢g 


58x115x26mm/155¢ 


56x119x19mm/120¢ 


SAR 0./W/kg 


Screen size 208x320 


0.7W/kg 0.3W/kg 


176x220 


0.88W/kg 
208x320 


091W/kg 
240x360 


640x200 internal, 128x128 external 


24MB built-in, TransFlash slot 


80MB built-in, SD/MMC slot 


28MB, Mini SD slot 


32MB 


64MB, Memory Stick Duo slot 


Memory 
Ringtones Polyphonic 


Vibrate Yes 


Polyphonic Polyphonic 
Yes 


No 


Polyphonic 
Yes 


Yes 


Polyphonic 
Yes 


No 


Voice control Yes 


Yes 


Yes 


Yes 


Speakerphone Yes 


SMS, MMS, email (POP3, IMAP) 


Messaging SMS, MMS, EMS, 


email (POP3, IMAP), video 


Music playback MP3, WMA 


SMS, MMS, email, IM (MSN) 


SMS, MMS, EMS, email 
(POP3, IMAP) 


MP3 


SMS, MMS, email (POP3, IMAP 
Exchange server) 


None 


MP3, AAC, RealAudio MP3 


Video playback = MPEG-4, WMV 


MPEG-4, H.263, RealVideo 


WMV, PacketVideo 


MPEG-4 


None 


Connectivity Bluetooth, USB 


Text input Touchscreen 


QWERTY keyboard 


Bluetooth, USB 


Predictive text 


USB 


USB 


Synchronisation Outlook 


Outlook, Lotus Notes 


Outlook 


Surelype, keyboard 


-Synchronisation Outlook ==~—~—Qutlook, Lotus Notes Outlook Syal BlackBeny Desktop Manager 


Camera 
Other features 


Accessories 


View Word, Excel, PowerPoint, PDF 


Bluetooth headset, Bluetooth car kit 


None 
View Word, Excel, PowerPoint 


Bluetooth headset, car kit 


640x480, 4x digital zoom 
View Word, Excel, PowerPoint 


Bluetooth headset 


SyncML 
640x480 
View Word, Excel, PDF 


No 
view Word, Excel, PDF 
No 


Bluetooth headset, Bluetooth car kit 





PCPlus 231 | July 2005 





HELPDESK 


PCPlus 


HELPDESK 











>We solve your computing problems 


HELPDESK CONTENTS 


128 When accessibility 
becomes clumsiness 


128 Endlessly re-installing 
software 


129 When an installation 
hangs 


129 Excessive time starting? 
129 Windows XP Autorun? 

130 To defrag or not to defrag? 
130 Deflating balloons 

130 Repairing Windows XP 
133 Safe online banking 

133 Spotting pop-ups 


133 Stay safe with Internet 
Explorer 


133 Handling large offline 
print files 


134 Dead FTPD 
134 Immortal children 


134 Configuring network 
devices 


135 Fixing disk labels 
135 Which operating system 


HELPDESK EXTRA 


136 Network surveillence 
136 Which camera? 

136 Configuration 

137 Off-site storage 

137 Other users 

137 Uploading stategies 


PCPlus 231 | July 2005 





Paul Grosse and Wilf Hey solve your problems, from ‘immortal 
children’ and slow start-ups to safer Internet banking 


WINDOWS XP 


When accessibility 
becomes clumsiness 


I have trouble using a mouse, 

so I use the MouseKeys feature 
on my Windows system (XP). It 
enables me to manipulate the 
mouse cursor with the numeric pad. 
This is very good at solving one 
problem, but it presents a new one. 
You see, MouseKeys and using the 
numeric pad for numbers seem to be 
incompatible. When the NumLock is 
on, the keys move the mouse cursor, 
but when the NumLock is off, 
nothing happens. 
Thomas Fuller 


The operation of MouseKeys is 

not that simple. The numberpad 
keys without number lock work like the 
arrow keys, which have no function in 
most graphical programs, but are 
significant in programs like Word. 

There are a few workarounds to this 
problem. Microsoft has provided a way 
to turn MouseKeys on and off. The key 
combination to do this is [LEFT 
SHIFT]+[LEFT ALT]+INUMLOCK], but it is 
clumsy to use. This will bring up a 
dialog box in which you can either 
invoke or cancel MouseKeys. With 
MouseKeys cancelled, the numeric pad 
works normally. If the dialog box 
doesn't appear, change the status of 
[NUMLOCK] and then repeat the key 
combination. You can use the same 
key combination afterwards to invoke 
the MouseKeys feature again. This key 
combination works by default, but you 
can turn it on and off in the 
Accessibility applet in Control Panel. 

Another workaround involves 
reversing the way MouseKeys works. If 
you set it so that the numeric pad 
moves the mouse cursor when 
[NUMLOCK] is off (instead of on) you 
wont need to call up that fiddly dialog 
box to turn the feature on and off. 
Then, when [NUMLOCK] is on, the 
numeric pad works normally, producing 
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With a few alterations you can reverse the default way the Mousekeys feature works, 
and make it a useful tool for anybody needing occasional fine mouse movements. 


numbers. When [NUMLOCK] is off, the 
keys of the numeric pad work as 
mouse direction keys — its that simple. 
Do this by slecting Start | Settings | 
Control Panel, then loading the 
Accessibility applet. In the applet, make 
sure the ‘Use MouseKeys’ option is 
checked, and press ‘Settings’. This 
brings up a new dialog, in which you 
can change the status of a radio switch 
labelled ‘Use MouseKeys’ when 
[NUMLOCK] is turned off. 

This not only makes MouseKeys 
and normal use of the numeric pad 
compatible, it makes MouseKeys a 
neat feature for all Windows users, for 
instance when you would appreciate 
very fine movement of the mouse 
cursor. You may find this awkward if 
you have an abbreviated keyboard, 
where the numeric pad and the edit 
keys share the same places, but with a 
full keyboard you can have MouseKeys 
available any time you desire. 


WINDOWS START-UP 


Endlessly re-installing 
software 


Some time ago | installed an 
HP scanner that came with 
various pieces of software included 


on the CD-ROM. Among the programs 
is one called Memories Disk; | looked 
at it but found it to be of no real 
interest, at least not immediately. It 
is not easy to ignore, because every 
so often when I re-boot my system 
this program wants to re-install itself. 
It insists on the original CD-ROM 
being in the drive, and even if | 
cancel the re-installation it goes back 
and tries again. In frustration | copied 
an image of the CD-ROM onto my 
disk, but if I point the install routine 
to that part of the disk it comes up 
saying that a particular component is 
missing. It is annoying to have to 
keep that CD-ROM at my side in case 
the system chooses to re-install 
again. Is there any way around this? 
lan Sizemore 


We have seen similar behaviour 

before. In such cases the problem 
arises from a change you have made 
to your system, incidental to you but 
deemed (by a monitoring program) 
critical and requiring reconfiguration. It 
may be something as simple as you 
deleting a file or folder that you dont 
need. When Windows fires up it gives 
drivers the opportunity to check that 
they are operational. If one of them 
depends on a particular file which Is 
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1 results found, 1-1 shown below. Sorted by 
Popularity. 


Update for Windows XP Service Pack 2 
(KB885894) 

This update helps resolve an issue where Window 
Installer running on Windows XP Service Pack 2 
stops responding when you install an update. 





A patch that you can download from the Microsoft Downloads Center may be just the 
corrective needed to enable proper and error-free installation of updates. 


now missing, it insists you re-install the 
software even if you never want to use 
the software. In your particular case, it 
appears to depend on the presence of 
a shortcut to the software in the Start 
Menu/Programs folder. We think that 
you may have deleted it (manually) 
since you mentioned you were not 
interested in Memories Disk. After the 
next time it gets re-installed, leave the 
shortcut there and the driver at start-up 
will have no reason to think the 
configuration has changed. 

If you profoundly wish to delete the 
program rather than ignore it, you 
should be able to use the Add/Remove 
Programs applet in Control Panel: it will 
be listed as HP Memory Disk. 


WINDOWS XP 


When an 
installation hangs 


On more than one occasion, we 

have had our system (Windows 
XP Professional with SP2) hang while 
we are trying to install an update to 
existing software. It does not always 
happen, but it does happen every 
time with the same software. We 
doubt that it is the update itself 
because the same result happens 
when trying to update several 
different packages. Can you give us 
any hope? 
P R Gorringe 


Windows XP Autorun 


Why aren't discs loading up automatically? 


K Souter writes, “Noting your recent 
warning that support for Windows 98 
was nearing an end, I finally decided to 
shell out for Windows XP I chose the 
Professional edition, reasoning that 
somehow it must be worth the extra 
cost. Besides, | intend to build a local 
network in the near future using the 
three perfectly good but outmoded PCs I 
have on hand. 

“I was wondering if you can explain 
to me why the CD-ROM Autorun feature 
doesn’t work in Windows XP 
Professional. It is a bit of a bore to go in 
manually and look at the contents of 
the autorun.inf file to know what 
program to run. Has the feature been 


removed altogether (presuming it was 
ever there), and why does it 
automatcally default to OFF?” 

Windows XP still has the Autorun 
feature, and it defaults to ON, except for 
one detail: files with the INF extension 
are classed as related to installation, 
and automatic installation is only 
permitted to Administrators or Power 
Users. If you are not registered as such, 
automatic installation is blocked to you 
— although there is nothing to stop you 
installing things manually. 

It is not difficult to make yourself a 
Power User, by which you will 
effectively be restoring the Autorun 
feature you enjoyed in Windows 98. To 
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Paul Grosse 
helpdesk @ pcplus.co.uk 


Paul knows that there are 10 
types of people — those that 
understand binary and those 

that don’t 


Microsoft has a patch that could 

help: there is no guarantee that it 
will fix your problem, but it is well 
worth the try since the symptoms it 
solves are suspiciously close to yours. 

Apparently it happens when the 
IBM Rescue and Recovery has 
previously installed Ibmfiltersys but 
Microsoft warns that it may happen 
with other third party filters installed. 
The fix can be downloaded free from 
the Microsoft Download Center. Go to 
Wwww.microsoft.com/downloads and 
in the search box, enter ‘885894’ and 
press [Enter]. Follow the instructions to 
install the patch, but not before you run 
the Add/Remove Programs applet in 
Control Panel to delete the stalled 
update attempt if it is there. When 
Starting the applet, put a tick in the 
‘Show Updates’ block at the top of the 
page. Highlight the troubled update, 
delete it by pressing ‘Remove’ and 
following any instructions. 

Finding this particular fix can itself 
be troublesome: as Microsoft has tt, 
requests for this item put it way down 
the list of popularity. It is a good idea to 
have Bigfix installed, which may 
recognise that your configuration needs 
this kind of patch. You can download 
Bigfix at www.bigfix.com. 


WINDOWS XP START-UP 


Excessive time starting? 
If you find that starting up Windows XP 
takes longer than it did in the past, the > 


S Computer Manac 

Œ File Action Vig 

© » | &/m| x 

=; Computer Manage 
do this you must load =i System Tools 
the Administrative Tools 1 Ø Shared Fold 
applet in Control Panel, É 
activate Computer 
Management, then $ 
navigate down the left 
pane to Local Users and 
Groups | Groups | Power 
Users. Click ‘Add’, and in 
the space listing such 
users (probably empty at 
the moment), key your username. When 
you close up the applet and restarted 
your system, you are a Power User, able 
to experience most things an 
Administrator can, including autorun 
from a CD-ROM. E 
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Wilf Hey 
helpdesk @ pcplus.co.uk 


Wilf works with hexadecimal a 
lot. He knew it had taken over 
his life when he found an ‘F’ in 

his gas bill calculation 





WRITE IN 


Email your questions to: 
helpdesk @ pcplus.co.uk 

Or write to: 

HelpDesk, PC Plus 

30 Monmouth Street 

Bath BA1 2BW 

Or fax: 01225 732 295 

HelpDesk welcomes questions, 
tips and follow-ups to published 
items, but please note that we 
can only respond via the pages 
of the magazine. 


HELP US HELP YOU! 


We get thousands of emails each 
month, so please send your 
messages to the correct address. 
Email SuperDisc problems to 
pcplus.support@futurenet.co.uk 


Power Users Properties __ 


General | 


Léi Power Users 


fn legacy applications in addition tı 
Select Users 


Select this object type: 


[Users or Built4n security principals 


From this location: 


MAXDATA-908292A 


Enter the object names to select (ex 





Description: 


Members: 


In Windows XP you may have to 
become a Power User in order 
to enjoy Autorun on any discs 
you acquire. 
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TOP TIP 


Everybody talks about the weather but nobody 
does anything about it. Do something, and 
purchase surge protectors to prevent lightning 
damage to your kit. The cost 
can be surprisingly low, and 
well worth it if it protects 


TOP TIP 


If you are setting up a server, make sure that 
you remove the default installation page as 
soon as possible. 
Leaving it there can 
give away more 
information than you 








(Fie ‘Acton View Window ‘Help 


you just once. 





e» mme 





Computer Management {Locs 


Hil) Eveni Viewer 
H gy) Shared Folders 
ci &S Local Users and Groups 
@ Users 
(3) Groups 
LC) & Performance Logs and 
m Device Manager 
OES Storage 
OA Removable Storage 
B? Disk Defragmemer 
+ Disk Management 
| Es Services and Applications 


patna eyed Arik apria depe y bhite y Ue vibe p penetrate 


Ikt ibik abet gape abl pe afti p peed pas ihhh 


Detteorrert 


LENTET | Niky 





S iaaio niiko 
E yfe 


The defragmenter can be 
invoked as part of Computer 
Management. It is faster and 
cleaner than Windows 98. 
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Many companies ship XP with 
the System Restore feature 
disabled. But it is the work of a 
few moments to restore it. 
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problem just may be that old scanner 
you added. If the driver is wrong, the 
system will spend a long time 
scratching its head. You can confirm 
this easily: Start | Run | MSConfig. 
Select the Services tab, then uncheck 
‘Plug and Play’, and ‘Windows Image 
Acquisition’. Restart — and if this has 
cleared the logjam, you have identified 
the problem: the scanner has a driver 
inappropriate for Windows XP 


WINDOWS XP FILE SYSTEMS 
To defrag or not to defrag? 


| have Windows XP Home 

edition and my hard disks are 
formatted using NTFS. | see that 
there is still a defragmenter listed in 
the System Tools folder, but | am at a 
loss to know the implications of 
defragmenting an NTFS partition. Is it 


might like. 


as effective as it was with FAT32 (in 
Windows 98)? Does it have to be 
done more often, or less often? 
Rick Chariton 


Although NTFS is technically very 

different to FAT32, fragmentation 
occurs at about the same rate, and if 
you take the opportunity to defragment 
a partition, the gain in efficiency can be 
surprisingly great. The defragmenter 
itself offers a simpler user interface, 
and is much easier to operate. The 
earlier defragmenter laboured along 
with little realistic indication of the 
extent of Its progress, and would 
inexplicably restart at the drop of a hat. 
These shortcomings of the FAT32 
defragmenter seem to be missing from 
its NTFS counterpart. 

You can run the defragmenter in 
Windows XP in several different ways: 
you can Start it from the System Tools 
folder (under the Accessories folder), or 
from the Control Panel. In the 
Administrative Tools applet, choose 
Computer Management. This gives a 
hierarchical list of several important 
services, including Disk Defragmenter, 
on which you can double-click to run. 
There is a fast Analyse button which 
graphically illustrates the state of 
fragmentation of your hard disk, and 
recommends whether defragmentation 
should be done. 

The third way you can perform 
defragmentation is from the command 
line (using the CMD.EXE pseudo-DOS). 
Just open a CMD prompt, then type 


Reparing Windows XP 


System Restore is good for you — but only when switched on 


One of the things we lived with in 
Windows 98 was the gradual 
deterioration of system files. One by one 
some features would stop working, or 
would work slowly. With conscientious 
attention you might be able to find 
where a system file had become 
corrupted, and with a little luck you 
could fix or replace it and keep Windows 
alive a little longer. 

Windows XP will no doubt suffer 
eventual decay in a similar manner, but 
its designers have introduced an 
automatic backup and monitoring 
service called System Restore. At times 


you may decide to take a backup 
snapshot of system files, and the 
monitor program can keep track, noting 
any deterioration. When system 
corruption occurs. a configuration saved 
earlier can be used to restore files. 

This works a treat, has great help to 
walk you through steps, and costs you 
almost nothing in resources. So it is a 
mystery to us that many Windows XP 
systems, when delivered to the 
customer, have this feature disabled. 

This feature cannot always restore 
matters if there is a massive crash, but 
it can keep your system healthy for a 








[DEFRAG] followed by a space and the 
volume letter and colon, and any of the 
optional switches, each separated from 
others by a space. These optional 
Switches are: 

[-a] to run the analyse function only. 
[-f] to force defragmentation even if it 
is not recommended. 

[-v] to produce verbose reporting. 
output. Of course, in the syntax you do 
not key the brackets. 

The advantage of using this 
command line version of the 
defragmenter is that you can readily 
schedule it to run automatically at a 
time when your system load is low 
enough not to be interrupted. 


WINDOWS XP DESKTOP 
Deflating balloons 


OK, for a while balloon tips are 

useful, but enough is enough: | 
want to get rid of balloon tips on my 
Windows XP Home system but I can't 
find any place where | can turn them 
off, or disable them. Is there a free 
tweaking program that will do this 
for me, or maybe a Registry hack? 
Phil Strachan 


It reminds us of the riddle: Do 

you know how many people it 
takes to turn off a light bulb? Answer? 
Two: the first an electrical engineer, to 
install a switch, and the second a 
customer, to turn the switch off. We find 
that in Windows XP the balloon tips are => 


longer period than you could expect 
from running without it. 

If it is enabled, you can find the 
System Restore program in the System 
Tools folder (usually to be found within 
Program/Accessories under the Start 
menu). If you cannot see it there, go to 
My Computer, right click on it and select 
Properties. Here you will find many 
tabs. Activate the System Restore tab, 
then remove the check in the box 
labelled Turn off System Restore. Then 
navigate through the Start menu to 
System Restore, run it and follow the 
instructions to create a restore point. M 


Stay safe with Internet Explorer 


(Another) vulnerability 


As a result of Internet Explorer's vulnerabilities, many 
people have decided to use other browsers instead — 
Mozilla Firefox for example. Browser Helper Objects, 
however, are an example of a vulnerability that is 
designed in by Microsoft itself. 

Disallowing scripts or Java running in Internet 
Explorer does not stop this particular vulnerability. If 
you run another browser with scripts and Java 


support turned on, Internet Explorer can still be 
infected with trojans. If you are determined to allow 
Java and scripting to run, you need to remove 
Internet Explorer from your computer. However, as of 
System Pack 2, it is still part of Windows, so the only 
way to sort out this glitch — until Microsoft can come 
up with something better, that is — is to remove 
Windows itself and use other OSes 
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similar: you will have to add a switch to 
the Registry in the right place, and then 
make sure the switch is set to 0 (off). 

Remember as always that you put 
your system at risk whenever you 
change the Registry — an error can 
disrupt the system in unknown ways. 
For this reason you should always have 
a backed up copy of the Registry. By 
the way, this goes for normal operation 
of your Windows system too, because 
all kinds of programs routinely modify 
the Registry, and an error may of course 
happen at any time. 

You can load and execute Regedit 
from the Run function in the Start 
menu. In the left pane, navigate 
through the Registry to [HKEY_ 
CURRENT_USER], then Software, then 
Windows, then CurrentVersion, then 
Explorer, then finally Advanced. In the 
right pane, you should see many 
named values. The named value you 
want isnt there yet. In the Edit drop 
down menu select New, then [DWORD] 
Value. This will create a new value 
named NewValue#1. Change this to 
EnableBalloonlips, being careful to 
keep the capitalisation exactly as 
printed here. Right click on this value 
and confirm that it has started with the 
value 0. Close the Registry and the 
balloon tips should be a thing of the 
past. If you ever get a yearning to have 
them back for some reason, you can 
always delete this value, or set it to 1. 


ONLINE SECURITY 
Safe online banking 


Is there a safe way of doing 
banking online? 
Roy Harrison 


The short answer is that 

essentially, there isnt a safe way 
of doing banking online. However, you 
can make things safer for yourself to 
varying degrees by adopting some or 
all of the following: 

Never click on a link to your bank 
either in an email or on a website — 
these are not in your control at all and 
can lead you to any well-designed, 
bogus banking website. Ideally, you 
should only ever type the URL in the 
address line in the browser because 
even a saved link on your desktop 
could be compromised. 

Never use any browser or email 
reader on an account that has root, 
supervisor or administration rights. If 
such a browser or reader was 
compromised, the intruder would have 
complete access to any part of your 
system or any other system that you 
had access to. 

Also, never run scripts or Java in any 
browser, and never store any personal 
information on your computer. 

Never use Internet Explorer — it has 
other vulnerabilities including 


something that has the curious name 
Browser Helper Objects, which can be 
installed from a website you visited 
once and are loaded each time you 
load IE or open a new window in IE. 

Never read HTML email — use plain 
text only. If you receive an email that is 
sent only as HIML mail and there are 
so many tags around that it is 
unreadable, get the sender to send it 
again in plain text-only form. 

Use a firewall, make sure It is 
configured properly and test it — 
something that you can do to some 
extent by using online testing tools. 

Create a sheep-dip account that is 
only used for Internet banking — this is 
only any good if your OS supports 
permissions properly — put simply, ABW 
(Anything But Windows). 

Make sure you keep up-to-date 
with your anti-virus program. 

If you have wireless facilities on 
some machines, keep them separate 
from your wired LAN, use a tri-homed 
firewall (one with three interfaces) and 
have the Internet on one interface, your 
wireless-free network on another and 
your wireless-inclusive network on the 
third. You need to treat the wireless LAN 
segment as hostile in the same way as 
you treat the Internet. 

Disable any Bluetooth-enabled 
devices if you want to put them on 
your wired LAN — preferably removing 
the Bluetooth-enabled device from the 


Handling gargantuan offline print files 





Ponty’: 





BROWSERS 


Spotting pop-ups 
Pop-ups in browsers still make 
their annoying presence felt, 
and the only reason they are 
there is because people run 
scripting. Unfortunately pop- 
ups are spreading — with 
larger sites run by companies 
that should know better using 
them. They can, of course, be 
tuned to the operating system 
you are using and the browser, 
so that they look similar to 
warning dialog boxes like the 
one below. However, this can 
only go so far, as different 
browsers process things 
differently — hence, with 
Firefox, the space at the 
bottom of the graphic and the 
curious box title. They'll have 
to try harder than this. 
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{© Spool print documents so program finishes printing faster 


( Start printing after last page is spooled 
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Enter page numbers and/or page ranges 
separated by commas. For example, 1,5,5-12 
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Windows has a useful feature that can spell 

disaster: when a printer is unavailable you can 
spool output to a disk file. The idea is that you can 
later take that file and print it at your convenience. 
The data in it contains instructions that are specific to 
the printer you use. But in Windows XP, a spooled file 
can become enormous — even megabytes long. 


IV Save autoRecover info every: 
[C Einbed:smart tags 


T Prompt for document properties 
IV Promot to save Normal template 


[ Make local copy of fiesstored on network or removable drives 


E E] mrotes 


@ Start printing immediately 
( Print directly to the printer 





[7 Hold mismatched documents 
IV Print spooled documents first 
I Keep printed documents 


|” Save-smart tags as XML properties in Web pages 


This happens when the data includes a font 

style not installed on your system. The system 
copes with this by using another or failing that, 
copying every font into the spooled file, passing the 
choice over to the printer. You can prevent this in 
Word (for example) by going to Tools/Options and the 
Save tab, then checking ‘Embed TrueType Fonts’. 


“ea Enable advanced printing features 


Printing Defaults... 


Print Processor... | Separator Page... | 





If the problem occurs with spooled output from 

other programs, you should go to Start | Settings 
| Printers and Faxes. Right-click on the printer, click on 
‘Properties’, then the ‘Advanced’ tab. Here you can 
uncheck ‘Enable Advanced Printing Features’. The 
consequence is that the printer may choose a font 
unlike the intended one. 
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Internet security reminder 


You need a firewall, and there's no reason to be with out one any more 


There is a lot of misinformation 
about firewalls: you may think they 
are complex and for the most part 
unnecessary. In actual fact, you can 
erect a firewall on your home system 
in just a few minutes. If you have 
Windows XP with Service Pack 2 you 
have a rudimentary firewall, but the 
free version of Zone Alarm will give 


even more protection. 

It sits as a monitor to the 
communication ports, intercepting 
unauthorised signals both inward 
and outward. You can authorise 
certain tasks: AOL, Internet Explorer, 
your anti-virus product (for updates), 
and a few others. It won't be long 
before you see messages about 


computer. And 
finally, you could 
use an operating 
system that has 
fewer attacks aimed 
at it than Windows. 

On a personal 
level, | tried out 
online banking a 
while ago, creating 
a ‘sheep-dip’ 
account on a Linux 
machine, not 
allowing scripts to run, and the bank 
side of things failed before | could 
complete the enrolment procedure. | 
have called it a day until they can get 
their act together about security. 


Process Table 


System Load 


root 
root 





Daemons spawning more 
daemons: you can see the 
children but without an 
unprivileged user, they die. 


LINUX 
Dead FTPD 


| have tried to get the ftp server 

vsftpd to run on my home 
machine, and while I can edit the 
xinetd configuration so that it 
appears to be running — I have 
checked it using netstat and port 21 
is being listened to — when I try to 
log into it by using ftp on my LAN 
(from a Windows XP machine), I get 
the message ‘500 OOPS: str_ 
getpwname: ftpsecure’ followed by 
“500 OOPS: child died’. | understand 
that there is supposed to be a log 


Configuring network devices 


* LAN or High-Speed Internet 





4- Local Area Connection Properties 


| General Authentication | Advanced| 


unauthorised signals: hacking is 
everywhere, and routinely intruders 
sneak into various systems attached 
to the Internet. 

Protect yourself. Zone Alarm comes 
in a full suite, but a free version is 
available from www.download. 
com/3001-10435_4-10367376. 
htmi?idl=n © 


called ‘vsftpd.log’ in /var/log/ but | 
can't find it anywhere. What do | 
change to get it working? 

Jeff Carr 


When vsftpd runs, it has to create 

an unprivileged-user process 
from which you log into — which 
should be your next line when the 
process works properly. It appears that 
your log does not exist because It 
never gets around to creating one — 
dying before it gets a chance. 

So, there are two solutions to this: 
either you can create an unprivileged 
user called ‘ftpsecure’ — which is the 
default, unprivileged user for vsftpd — 
or, you can go Into /etc/vsftpd.conf and 
edit the line in question to: 


nopriv_user=nobody 


This should solve the problem. If you 
are running a GUI with KDE, you can 
check to see if xinetd is spawning the 
processes by looking at KDE System 
Guards process table. If you select 
‘tree’, you will see the processes In 
there, along with their various users. 


LINUX 


immortal children 
I've had an external hard disk 
crash and now | have a number 
of processes that are in a state of 





ocal 4rea Connection 


A 4 Connect using: 





| 
Disable 
Status 


| E Intel(R) PRO/100 VE Network Conne 





Repair 


This connection uses the following items: 








Bridge Connections 














Create Shortcut 





v] 3 Client for Microsoft Networks 
5 File and Printer Sharing for Microsoft Networks 
& QoS Packet Scheduler 


v Internet Protocol [TCP/IP] 





Rename 


Browser-configurable hardware is useful but it’s 

rare that its IP address is on your network. If 
your network address is 192.168.241.0/24 but your 
new equipment starts with 192.168.0.20, you can’t 
configure it. So open Windows Explorer, right-click on 
‘Network Neighbourhood’, then properties. Right-click 
on the interface and select ‘Properties’. 


Install... 


Description 
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This gives you the ‘Local Area Connection 
Properties’ dialog box which allows you to 
configure aspects of your network connection(s). Here, 
we just want to make a temporary change to our IP 
address so, under the ‘General’ tab, select ‘Internet 

Protocol TCP/IP’ from the list and then click on the 
ever-useful ‘Properties’ button below it. 


| Properties | 











General | 


EJ Protected 


The firewall has blocked Internet access to your 
et (NetBIOS Session) from 192.168.2101 (TCP 
Port 1602) (TCP Flags: $], 


Time: 04/03/2005 00:36:54 





Ce 








ZoneAlarm can be configured to allow 
access to communications by specific 
programs. When an unauthorized attempt 
is detected, it’s blocked automatically. 





‘disksleep’. | am running SysGuard 
and can‘ kill them off from there. I 
have even tried killing them off from 
the command line but they will not 
die. | thought that entering ‘kill sigkill 
[pid]’ would kill anything — 
especially as | have had to ‘su’ to 
root to do it. Why will these not die? 
Stephen Neill 


You cannot kill them off. The 

process is waiting for the disk to 
do whatever it is expecting, and as the 
disk is no longer there, it will never 
happen. Leaving them hanging around 
can be of no consequence but if you 
try to run a process that needs them to 
have gone, you will just end up 
creating more of them. The only way of 
killing them is to reboot your machine. 

You can check to see if you are 
going to get any more disksleep 
processes on reboot by looking in the 
/etc/fstab file. It contains lines, one for 
each file system that is on your 
computer. Each line has of a number of 
fields as follows: The first (fs_spec) and 
second (fs_file) are the file system to 
mount and where to mount it. The third 
(fs_vfstype) is the file system type and 
the fourth (fs_mntops) describes the 
mount options for that file system. 

In the fifth field (fs_freq), if a 1 is 
present, that file system can be 
dumped, otherwise it is not. The last 
field (fs_passno), is used by fsck(8) to 


Internet Protocol (TCP/IP) Properties 





You can get IP settings assigned automatically if your network supports 
this capability. Otherwise, you need to ask your network administrator for 
the appropriate IP settings. 


© Obtain an IP address automatically 
© Use the following IP address: 
IP address: 


Subnet mask: 


Default gateway: 





| 192.168. | . 80 | 








| 255 . 255. 255. 0 | 
192.168. 1 . 254 | 

















In the Internet Protocol TCP/IP Properties dialog 

box, make sure that ‘Use the following IP 
address’ is selected and then change the interface’s IP 
address so that it is in the same subnet range as your 
new piece of equipment. As soon as you have given it 
its new IP address, you just reverse the process to 
complete the configuration. 





XMMS and ALSA 


Eradicating distortion can be easier than you think 


Sometimes, sound playback might seem 
distorted — this has parallels with all 
operating systems although this is how 
to solve it with Linux if you are using 
XMMS and ALSA. As with any mixing 
system, you need to get the levels right. 
First of all, look in the equaliser 
section of XMMS, making sure that 
either the equaliser is turned off or that 


the level is not too high. Change it to 
see if the distortion changes. Next, look 
at the alsa mixer (called ‘alsamixer’). 
Twiddle the controls (using up and 
down arrow keys to increase/decrease 
the levels, left and right to change the 
current controller and pressing [M] to 
toggle muting) and see what has an 
effect. Try Master, PCM and DAC [Digital 
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Tie down the drive letters for your drives, so they keep hold of the same ones each 
time, in order to make selecting them easier between boots. 


determine the order in which the file 
systems are checked at re-boot. Root 
(/) has a value of 1, and the others 
should have 2 unless they are not to 
be checked. Your external drive should 
have 0 so it is not checked at re-boot. 

If you have a partition that is not 
essential to the running of the system 
that is causing these problems, you 
could conceivably change its fs_passno 
in /etc/fstab to 0 and see what 
happens (you can always use Knoppix 
to bail you out). 


WINDOWS 98 
Fixing disk labels 


| have a problem with 

removable USB disks having 
their disk letters muddled up on 
reboot — something | do once every 
two weeks. | use a number of USB 
flashdisks which are periodically 
inserted and removed because I use 
that computer as the storage for my 
MP3 files. The main disk that | use 


Which operating system 


Getting the most out of your server 


Many servers are based on the same 
physical architecture you find in your 
domestic or office PC. This of course 
means that you have a wide choice of 
which OS you can run on it. Also, some 
of these are low-cost servers that small- 
to medium-sized businesses might like 
to use — integrating with other Windows 
machines, providing SMB services such 
as file and printer sharing, and so on. 
So which OS would make better use of 
the limited resources that you have 
available on these cheaper machines? 
One of the big problems with small 
servers is squandering resources on 
things that you will never use. There are 
many pages in magazines containing 


hints on how to cut down on the 
number of services or other programs 
you are using so that things will run 
more efficiently but there is one large, 
power-hungry program element that is 
useless on a running server — the GUI. 

We live in a world where everybody 
knows how to use a mouse (and high 
level servers have a socket for a 
mouse), and we would be the last 
people to suggest that you should not 
use a GUI to configure your server. But 
when it comes to running it as a server, 
you do not need one. With a GUI 
loaded, it would just sit there, gobbling 
up memory or, if you have a screen 
Saver, processor time as well. 


to Analogue Converter]. You can press 
[MI on these to see if you are using 
them then play around with until you 
have enough volume without distortion. 

Being a console application, you can 
logon and type ‘alsamixer’ from a 
remote terminal (Linux, *BSD) but don't 
expect too much if you are doing this 
from a Windows telnet session. © 


for storing the MP3 files on is also a 
removable USB hard disk (8.2GB) 
which I would like to keep its drive 
letter. However, it seems to migrate 
around the alphabet as well. Is there 
any way of keeping things stable? 
Alex Brown 


The problem only occurs when 
you reboot — this is when 

Windows looks at the partitions that it 
has and assigns the letters accordingly. 
If you choose your USB socket carefully, 
the drive that you have plugged in all 
of the time should be assigned the 
same letter. Otherwise, you can make 
sure that it is the only USB drive that 
you have plugged in at bootup. In 
addition, just to make sure that other 
dynamically assignable drives are not 
mixed up in the post-boot scram for 
drive letters, you can open up ‘Control 
Panel’ and select ‘System’ (alternatively, 
right-click on the ‘My Computer’ icon 
and select ‘Properties’) and the ‘System 
Properties’ dialogue box will appear. 

Click on the ‘Device Manager’ tab, 
expand ‘Disk Drives’, select the one you 
want and click on ‘Properties’. On the 
resulting properties dialogue box, select 
the ‘Settings’ tab and then the range of 
acceptable drive letters for that device 
(if it starts and finishes with the same 
letter, only that letter will ever be 
selected). You can also do this with 
your CD/DVD ROM drives. PCP 
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Someone else’s music annoying 
you? SSH in to their machine, SU 
to root, SU to their account and 
type ‘alsamixer’. 





Further Help 





If you need an updated driver 
or help direct from a 
manufacturer, first check its 
website. A search engine 
should locate it — try 
www.google.com. 
Newsgroups are also a great 
source of help and advice. Your 
question may already have 
been answered, so before 
posting a message, search 
previous postings at http:// 
groups.google.com/advanced_ 
group_ search. And don't forget 
PC Plus’ own forums at www. 
pcplus.co.uk. 


Related files on SuperDisc 
See section: HelpDesk 





Default runlevel 


Current runlevel is = 
S: Full multiuser with network and xdm 


Unfortunately, Windows will 
not work without its GUI but 
you do have a choice. 

If you run Linux (for 
example) you can configure 
your server using the GUI. 
When it is running the way 
you want it to and you have tested it to 
make sure it boots correctly, you can 
then use the runlevel editor — runlevel 5 
is network with the GUI, but runlevel 3 
does not load the GUI on boot-up. The 
next time you boot, it will go into 
runlevel 3 which has all of the network 
capabilities you configured. When you 
need the GUI again, just SU to root and 
type ‘init 5’ and your GUI will run. E 


Set default runlevel after booting to: 








E Full multiuser with network and xd 


Ti Single user mode 
(2: Local multiuser without remote netw 


3: Full mw! tuser with network 


5: Full multiuser with network and xdm 


Why squander your resources 
on a GUI? Boot into runlevel 3 - 
if you need your GUI again, you 
can still load it up. 
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-Your problems solved in depth 


WRITE IN 


Email your questions to: 
helpdesk @ pcplus.co.uk 
Or write to: 

HelpDesk, PC Plus 

30 Monmouth Street 
Bath BAl 2BW 

Or fax: 01225 732 295 


HELP US HELP YOU! 


We get thousands of emails each 
month, so please send your 
messages to the correct address. 
Email SuperDisc problems to 
pcplus.support@futurenet.co.uk 
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Worried about physical security? This month, Paul Grosse shows 
you how to configure and use a proper network IP security camera 


IP CAMERAS 
Network surveillance 


You should always watch out for the 
physical security of your system — after 
all, you dont want somebody walking 
off with your hardware. So what can 
you do that is both affordable and 
effective? Apart from investing in 
physical perimeter security such as 
tougher locks and better doors, there is 
a place for a hi-tech solution, one that 
has seen enough products shifting 
over the counters to become quite 
affordable — the network-based 
camera. The idea is a simple one: in 
addition to your existing security, you 
have a camera that will record an 
intruders movements (and hopefully 
their face) and save the incriminating 
evidence off-site so that even if they 
do pinch all of your hardware, it will still 
be there. 

You can, of course, use a standard 
USB webcam which will plug into the 
back of one of your computers. 
Software on that computer can then 
detect any movement by comparing 
successive frames and seeing if the 
difference is greater than a threshold 
defined when you set up the camera. 
However, using a cheap computer USB 
webcam is not necessarily the best 
solution as there are a number of 
vulnerabilities and restrictions. 


Which camera? 

First of all, as light levels get lower, the 
noise level on the cameras sensor 
becomes increasingly significant which 
can, on Its own, trigger movement 
detection software. Step-changes in 
light level can do this as well — street 
lights turning on or off at night or 
changes in daylight such as clouds 
blocking out the sun, for example. 
Secondly, you can only have your USB 
web camera within five metres of a 
computer which isnt necessarily 
convenient. Next, if the intruder cuts 
the power, you will lose the webcam 
and although a UPS will keep your 


NETWORK 


Wired IP Cam 
O <4% g 


INTERNET NETWORK CONNECTIVITY 





Upload image to FTP server 


o Upload image to FTP server 





| ®© always 
O schedule 
Day : Omon Orue Owed Orthu Orn Osa Osun 
Time ; Start :/000 (hh:mm:ss) 
Period 
Stop : 0:0:0 immiss ) 
Image Frequency : ©) [3 v| Frames/Second 
© |2 Seconds/Frame 


Base File Name : wepl 





Filet © overwrite 


O DatafTime Suffix 


© Sequence Number Suffix Up to G 


Base File Name ; | 


File: © overwrite 
Date/Time Suffix 


O Saquance Number Suffix Up to [1024 
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EXPANDING POSSIBILITIES 


IP camera configuration is done through a web interface, and thus independent of the 
platform. Here, you can see the upload options both for scheduled and immediate jobs. 


computer alive for around 15 minutes, 
all they have to do is wait until it has 
died. If you turn up during that time, 
say to reset your burglar alarm, they 
just wait until you have gone in the 
knowledge that a UPS or even a laptop 
battery will take a lot longer to recharge 
itself, meaning that they can get in 
virtually straight away. 

A better solution is a web camera 
that plugs directly into your LAN. With 
that, the nearest piece of hardware has 
to be a switch or router at no further 
than 100 metres. Also, the power 
consumption is only around 10 Watts 
SO, if it has its own UPS, you are talking 
literally hours until the battery runs out. 
In addition to this, there is effectively 
no limit on the number of them you 
can use because each has its own IP 
address, and on a class A internal 
network (10.*.*.*) you are looking at over 
16 million. Even on a class C 
(192.168.*.*), you are talking about 
potentially hundreds. As for price, you 
can pick up an indoor version for as 
little as £100 and if you want a suitable 
UPS, you are looking at only another 
£35 or so. So it is not incredibly 
expensive to put a camera or two In 
your office and your corridor. 

Being network-based, the camera 
has no reason to care what your 


computer itself does, which is an 
advantage, as you'll never get locked 
into one particular OS. The 
configuration is network-based using a 
web browser (as opposed to being 
limited to the Command Line Interface 
via a 9-pin D-series connector) and will 
work equally well on Linux and 
Windows, along with pretty much any 
other OS that has a GUI and a basic 
browser. The big disadvantage is that 
motion detection software that is 
supplied with these products is usually 
only ever written for Windows, but 
thats not necessarily a problem. 


Configuration 

An IP camera merely plugs into your 
network and a power supply. Some of 
the more expensive external IP cameras 
have power supplied along the 
Ethernet cable so you dont even have 
to have mains voltage close to your 
camera. Configuration is performed via 
a web browser and scripts are not 
required to do this. 

The first problem you are likely to 
encounter is changing its default IP 
address to one that is within your 
network address range but that is fairly 
straightforward (see this months 
HelpDesk — Configuring Network 
devices boxout for doing so with 


Send us your burning questions: 


©) helpdesk @pcplus.co.uk 
(f) Fax - 01225 732 295 


M] Write to: HelpDesk, Future Publishing, 
30 Monmouth Street, Bath BA1 2BW 


HelpDesk welcomes questions, tips and follow-ups to published items, 
but please note that we can only respond via the pages of the magazine. 


= http://forum.pcplus.co.uk 


Windows XP). With an IP address sorted 
out, you can connect to it again and 
Start configuring parameters, such as 
user names and passwords, image size 
and quality, and upload parameters. 
The camera used here, a SiteCom 
LN400 Wired IP camera, will produce 
either 640x480 or 320x240 pixel images 
as JPEG files in a variety of qualities. At 
320x240, the file size ranged from 84Kb 
to 22.1Kb for highest and lowest 
compressions respectively for the same 
shot. At a medium level of compression 
(11.8Kb), quality was good enough for 
security purposes. Another tab allows 
you to configure the ftp upload 
settings, ie, remote host address, port 
number (with the default being set to 
port 21), user name, password, upload 
directory path and whether you need 
to use passive mode. Below that is a 





Browsers store multiple UserlD/Passwords so it is fairly easy to 
make an auto-updating webpage like this. 


schedule that allows you to specify file 
names and time-slots for continual and 
single uploads. 

One feature that this camera has Is 
that you can use Its Java applet in your 
browser to download around 10 frames 
per second — effectively live video 
which works on Linux and Windows. If 
you have a lot of cameras, you should 
think about the level of network traffic 
you will be creating with this. 


Off-site storage 
If your camera is busy taking pictures of 
an intruder but only storing them 
locally, they will meet the same fate as 
your equipment — so you need to 
store them offsite. With an always-on 
Internet connection, you can upload to 
anywhere you have authorised access. 
ISPs often supply 10 or so MB of 
webspace for free 
which can store 
quite a few pictures 
although you 
should make sure 
that only you can 
get to them, so you 
need to talk to your 
ISP about using a 
directory with a 
„htaccess or similar 
access control file in 
it to restrict access. 
One other 
alternative is if you 
use a neighbours 


Uploading strategies 


There are a number of things you can do, including being original 


On these cameras, you can specify the 
uploaded file name, which is a little 
more flexible than you might think. You 
can save files with a file base name and 
then the date/time followed by .jpg 
although you must remember that such 
files will never be overwritten unless 
explicitly deleted by a reaper process. 
Alternatively, as you can see in the 
screenshot, each file's base name is 
followed by a number which goes from 
1 to whatever you want it to be. 
Unfortunately, these do not have 
leading zeros so the normal listings 
order for files from 1 to 11 would go 1, 
10, 11, 2, 3 and so on. Perl can overcome 
this with a simple substitution, should 
you need to correct this. As the date/ 


time information is stored on the server 
that the camera uploaded the file to 
anyway, this method — of cycling 
around a set number of frames — is the 
most promising. There is no need to 
have a PC looking for differences 
between frames and guessing whether 
that falls within the noise limits because 
every frame is uploaded anyway. 

The next step is to decide how many 
frames you can store and how 
frequently you can upload. Resolution 
320x240 images saved at medium are 
good enough for security purposes and 
each one of these is around 11.8Kb. 
That means that you have a storage 
capacity of around 90 frames per MB. 
With domestic ISPs giving 10MB as a 
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machine. Setting up an ftp server such 
as vsftpd on a sheep-dip account is 
fairly easy and, as you wouldn't have 
access to any other part of his system, 
there shouldn't be any problems. If 
more that two of you are doing this 
with each other's cameras and ftp 
servers, you should aim to make a ring 
SO as to avoid a Situation where two 
sites were taken out and both had 
each others evidence. Although being 
the Internet, there is no reason why 
two cooperating sites need to be on 
the same continent. In addition, you 
should consider using wireless LAN or 
securing your cabling. 


Other uses 
As these cameras are not tied down to 
any particular computer or use, and 
you can schedule the automatic ftp 
upload interval to any number of 
seconds, you can also use them for 
time lapse photography. Such things as 
Studying the way that architectural 
Structures are erected, plants grow, 
traffic flows and so on spring to mind. 
Another feature is that the lens will 
focus down to around 1.2cm from the 
lens, giving a field of view of around 
1cm width, which opens up possibilities 
for science projects. Just for the 
terminally curious (like me) it is 
sensitive to infrared light, so you can 
keep your table-top wormery science 
project illuminated with IR LEDs to see 
what they get up to at night. PCP 


minimum nowadays, you have the 
capacity for 900 frames. 

One thing that you are banking on 
here is that they will have the courtesy 
to pinch your camera thus stopping the 
overwriting process and allowing their 
face to be recorded for the police. If they 
haven't done this for you, you can 
switch it off yourself when you go to 
turn the alarm off. So, if you want it to 
save 30 minutes of images into 10MB of 
disk space, you can upload a frame 
every two seconds. 

Lastly, if you just want to use your 
camera for displaying weather or traffic, 
you can use a single name that will be 
overwritten every time, making use of 
your ISP's better bandwidth. E 





Paul Grosse 
helpdesk @pcplus.co.uk 


Paul’s parents knew his life 
would be with technology when, 
aged seven, he asked Santa for 
an electron microscope and a 
sliver of leaf 





POWER 


Power is critically important to 
any electrically-based security 
system whether it is a simple 
VCR-based setup, an electronic 
token access system or 
something like this. For the 
system to remain effective, you 
need to be able to identify all 
of the equipment that needs 
sustained power, well beyond 
the time a UPS would give a 
normal PC. This includes the 
camera itself and any network 
devices such as routers, 
hardware firewalls, your cable 
modem and so on. If you can 
keep that lot up for several 
hours, you can catch your thief. 








Protect your automatically 
uploaded images from prying 
eyes. If you look at the dates, you 
can find the last ones uploaded. 


PCPlus 231 | July 2005 








We answer your letters 


WRITE IN 


Tell us what you think about 
companies and products in the IT 
industry, and give us your comments 
and suggestions regarding PC Plus. 
Email: mailbox@ pcplus.co.uk 

For any questions relating to 
hardware or software, please send 
email to Helpdesk at 

helpdesk @pcplus.co.uk 

For any problems with suppliers or 
other consumer affairs problems, 
please contact Campaign at 
campaign @pcplus.co.uk 

Write to: 

Mailbox, PC Plus 

30 Monmouth Street 

Bath BAl 2BW 

Or fax: 01225 732 295 


HELP US HELP YOU! 


We get thousands of emails each 
month, so please send your 
messages to the correct address. 
Email SuperDisc problems to 
pcplus.support@futurenet.co.uk 


rorum | http://forum.pcplus.co.uk 
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Its crime and punishment this month, whether youre hacking 
systems or simply providing bad customer service 


Putting pen to paper 
| just recently read your section on DIP 
software and was interested in 
learning what application was used to 
create PC Plus magazine itself. | notice 
on the cover CDs your archived 
magazines are distributed as a series 
of PDFs - one for each section. When 
writing an article do contributers simply 
submit a simple text file containing the 
words alone and these are then 
imported and formatted accordingly? 

| work on documentation for a 
small software company and we use 
FrameMaker at the moment. | see 
things seem to be moving away from 
old style DIP and more towards 
Separating content from presentation 
using XML. 
Dermot O'Halloran 


A few months ago we 
migrated PC Plus from QuarkXPress 
over to Adobe InDesign, which had 
it's headaches — mostly caused by 


head-butting the desk repeatedly in 
frustration — but it hasn't taken 

us long to appreciate the elegance of 
the software. If you've ever used 
Photoshop, you'll definitely find it 
easier to pick up than QuarkXpress 
(and cheaper!). 

InDesign also makes it incredibly 
easy to create PDFs for proofing and 
for our archives. Ah yes, and the 
contributors are supposed to provide 
their copy to us as a plain text file 
and most do, while others float in 
the creative bubble where deadlines, 
picture resolutions, file formats, and 
the tortured spirit of the English 
language itself barely feature in their 
scholarly musings - you know who 
you are ... 
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Yes, amazing though it may sound: PC Plus is put together on a Mac. Have no fear 
though — all our writers spend their days with the One True Platform. 


Yes, eCrime Minister 

It'S positive news that Derek Wyatt, MP 
and chairman of the All Party Internet 
Group, IS continuing the quest to keep 
the reform of the Computer Misuse Act 
(CMA) on the political agenda in the 
run-up to the election. If the UK is to 
have any chance of tackling computer 
crime, the government must take the 
legal framework of the CMA seriously. 

Current legislation must be 
updated to criminalise the misuse of 
information itself, not just the misuse of 
a computer. We must also consider 
how such a law is enforced and the 
Skills and resources needed to do so. 

One worrying consequence of the 
Governments relative inaction on 
eCrime is the under-funding of law 
enforcement agencies and the lack of 
computer forensic investigators. 

The current situation begs the 
question: do we need an eCrime 
Minister? Perhaps this would push the 
government to make Internet crime a 
higher priority and would send out a 
strong signal to the criminal fraternity as 
well as those who may be tempted to 
engage in illegal on-line activities. 
Simon Janes 
International Operations 
Director, ibas 


Given the sheer ineffective 
showing of, say, The Office of the 
eEnvoy, and all these nonsense ID 
card plans, I'd imagine a copy of 
Computing for Dummies would be a 
bit more use. The government 
certainly does need to connect more 
with computer related crime, but the 
question remains — will it go after 
the important criminals, or bring any 
new powers to bear against kids 
downloading MP3 files? 


Finding the pulse 

| read the May ‘Physics of Computing’ 
article with great interest, and hope 
you can help me with the answer to a 
query I've had for a long time. 

Where is the crystal oscillator unit 
located on a PC? | know the CPU's 
frontside bus clock speed is multiplied 
to give the final speeds, but where 
in the PC does the oscillation pulse 
actually happen? 

Suppliers of electronic and 
computer components seem to show 
sealed crystal oscillators and real time 
clocks as separate units. | would be 
grateful if you can answer an old ex- 
services chaps long-standing query. 
Fred Whitwood 
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You 
are right in your assumption that the 
various buses need a pulse 
generator to drive data around the 
PC's various components. There are 
actually several crystal oscillators in 
modern machines, with three or four 
units present on the motherboard, 
depending on the generation of the 
platform. These small silver lozenge 
packages are fairly easy to spot, and 
generally display the frequency of 
the signal produced on their top. A 
further crystal can be found on your 
graphics card. 


The real time clock is actually a 
separate concept and is integrated 
into the BIOS. Used to track the 
passage of time, this clock relies on 
the CMOS battery for power when 
you turn your machine off, so that 
you don't need to keep setting the 
clock each time your turn on your 
machine. This real time clock isn't 
associated with the frontside bus or 
the other system buses present. 


Leading the campaign 
| have subscribed to PC Plus for about 
14 years, gaining knowledge from your 


Pass a voltage across a 
quartz crystal, and it will 
produce a pulse that can be 
used for timing in clocks and 
signal buses on PCs. 


Where next for Microsoft? 


After doing the usual gaze at the PC 
magazines available this month, | 
chose PC Plus, mainly for its 
intriguing cover article preview of: 
“Where next for Microsoft - with real 
threats from all sides, we uncover 
how the empire will strike back” 

The wording of this naturally led 
me as a reader to believe PC Plus 
had paid full, open, educated 
attention to the Microsoft related 
issues. Seeing “threats from all 
sides”, | expected fair representation 
of these increasingly popular and 
government-recommended 
products from a knowledgeable PC 
magazine such as yourselves. 

This was true at the start - the 
article about the Internet told it 
exactly how it is; with plenty on 
alternatives, web standards, and 
Mozilla Firefox, which is increasingly 
common. It detailed the ongoing 


serious Issues with Explorer, and the 
extent of which Firefox is superior in 
security and customization. This 
was explained knowing that sadly 
most still don't realise the safer 
alternatives, information on them, 
and links to them. Why is this not 
even partially apparent or covered 
in an article acknowledging threats 
against Microsoft? 

OpenOffice was hardly 
mentioned, at least when it comes 
to why its becoming more popular, 
why the product is more suitable for 
these people, and why people 
should consider it an option in any 
significant way. Intermediate readers 
will know some of the facts of why 
such open source products like 
Mozilla and OpenOffice are safer, 
more efficient, cross-platform, and 
customizable. Novice users will go 
away very confused by the lack of 


PC Plus has teamed up with Microsoft and Shuttle to offer the writer of each 
month’s Star Letter a copy of Microsoft Office Professional Edition 2003, worth 
£343, and a barebones Shuttle XPC ST20G5. Office is a complete personal and 
enterprise productivity solution that connects people, information and business 
processes. The Shuttle barebones PC is a small form factor system for high 


performance Athlon 64 processors. 


Microsoft Office Professional Edition 2003 includes Word, Excel, PowerPoint, 
Publisher, Access, Outlook, InfoPath, Visio, OneNote, FrontPage, as well as a 
selection of server tools to empower your home and business 


productivity. So what are you waiting for? Get writing! 


7 Wengert 


of? Shuttle | 


Office 


information as to why threats to 
Microsoft really are apparent, more 
popular, and why they should be 
taken under consideration. 

Mozilla Firefox, as you partially 
covered, has been recommended 
by governments and US security 
agencies, and many PC-related 
companies, and even Internet 
service providers. Yet with PC Plus 
partially acknowledging this serious 
threatening gain on Microsoft, the 
Mozilla link or any real information 
is Simply missed out and not 
properly documented. When will 
the full picture be painted? 

Simon via email 


I take on 
board your general argument that 
Microsoft is most certainly at 
threat from Mozilla, but 
Microsoft is a much larger entity 











lan Robson 
ian.robson@pcplus.co.uk 


lan Robson is the editor of PC Plus. 
When computing first got on to his 
school curriculum back in the early 

1980s, he was hooked 








than simply the publisher of 
Internet Explorer. The feature was 
an attempt to look at how 
Microsoft's image in people's 
minds has changed in respect to 
the products it used to be well 
known for, and shows these 
previous dependencies up as 
threats to its growth as a 
company and in terms of 
individual products. 
Diversification has proven key to 
many companies’ survival. 
Microsoft is no exception here, 
although it always attempts this 
diversification in what to many is 
a wholly different manner to what 
many people may think is the 
best way — again a threat as 
public confidence is waned to 
almost a sneering regard for a 
once mighty (regardless of 

its methods) empire. 
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Not all companies are created equal. It’s easier to be a victim of your own 
success than it is to persuade customers to recommend you to their friends (and 
magazines!) 


reviews and commentary. Years before 
businesses could operate via the 
Internet, | was buying my computer 
parts mail order. | have a strict policy: if 
a company does not offer satisfactory 
customer services when problems 
arise, | do not use them again. Sadly, 
you do not know how good or bad a 
supplier is until a problem arises. So 
who are the good-guys then? 

Your Campaign pages do a good 
job but are limited by space and 
individual cases. What | think would be 
extremely beneficial to your readers is 
an additional facility from within your 
forum or campaign section, where you 
encourage members to report supplier 
problems and how the problems have 
or have not been resolved. Each 
problem could be given a rating against 
Standard questions and each month 
you could publish a best to worst 
listing in the magazine Campaign 
pages as well as online. Suppliers 
would not get away with saying 
problems were just a “one-off” if they 
regularly appeared with low ratings. 

This would give businesses some 
recognition (and deservedly more 
business) and give the arrogant big- 


boys a wakeup message as customers 
take their business elsewhere. 
Ann Harvey. 


Editor, lan Robson, replies The 
trouble with such a site comes from 
volume. Companies like Dell, Tiny 
and Mesh are always going to get 
more complaints than small 
distributors, simply because they 
ship more systems — and unsatisfied 
customers are much more likely to 
post negative feedback than satisfied 
ones are to provide compliments. 
This immediately skews the results 
that you get. More important is how 
well each company responds when 
things do go wrong; something that 
rarely comes through in statistics. 


The dark ages of .net 

In modern IT terms, | may be 
considered somewhat of a dinosaurian 
object with properties and methods 
that have been inherited from the past. 
After all, | did cut my teeth on COBOL at 
a time when batch processing was the 
norm and the cutting edge was 
random access! However, | survived 
and graduated through assembler on 
portable data terminals where software 
and data were restricted to a combined 
maximum of 16K, and on to three 
dimensional databases (unsurpassed 
and unrivalled by today’s two 
dimensional tables). Surely a solid base 
from which to tackle putting together 
an interactive website using today’s 
technologies? 

Unfortunately not. I've done it, but 
its been a struggle. Enticing claims of 
Tapid application development’ and ‘re- 
usable code’ have been countered by 
unbelievably high learning curves — a 
significant proportion of which has 
been getting to grips with 
terminologies. | wonder, do modern 
language developers deliberately 
spend time coming up with new terms 





simply to set themselves and their 
users apart from the rest of us? 

But having battled on with 
Javascript, VBScript, ASP Access and 
permissions and having completed my 
project, | felt tt would be worthwhile 
carrying out a comparison of old and 
new technologies. But would you 
believe | actually find that quite hard, 
and | don't know whether its a case of 
chalk and cheese or that it's simply 
ongoing confusion! 

But, even now, I'm already out of 
date. Everything now has a ‘net’ 
variant, but | cant seem to find any 
simple definition or description of what 
it is, what it's for and how it works? Can 
PC Plus help with an article or series of 
articles for dinosaurs who simply want 
to avoid extinction? 

Chris Trebble 


Features Editor Richard Cobbett replies: 
-net is definitely a tricky one, but still 
not as baffling as the tendency to 
dub everything 360 (Yahoo/Xbox); or 
worst of all ‘beta’ — a term that now 
apparently means ‘shiny, new and 
exciting’ rather than ‘buggy, 
unfinished piece of crap’, at least if 
you ask Google. Instead of thinking 
in terms of now and then, try treating 
these names in the way they were 
always meant to — not as obstacles 
in your path, but as increasingly 
important historical moments you 
can claim to have lived past, and be 
a more knowledgeable computer 
user for it. 

Some might disagree, but there 
are ways of dealing with that. If they 
can prove themselves, taking out 
motorcycles in Flightmare on an 
8086, with a graphics card that only 
had four colours and wasted two of 
them on magenta and cyan, then 
they can get sniffy about their 
measly little drag-and-drop 
programming windows. Bah! PCP 
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Mozilla Firefox and an 
Internet connection 
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Dan Griliopoulos attempts to build a better browser. However, 
some assembly Is required for the task 


hile the PC Plus team entirely appreciate that the 
W) unifying power of Microsoft Internet Explorer is a 

fine and dandy thing for breaking Internet 
standards, we will admit that we've all hopped on the 
Firefox bandwagon with all the keenness of sharpened 
slates. The major advantages of Mozilla's baby are its 
customisability; there are more extensions than a 
Rastafarian barber shop, and most are either useful or 
intriguing. We've gone through as many as we could, and 
present a handful of our favourites. We would 
recommend you don't install all of these at once, 
however. Most haven't gone through Firefox compatibility 
testing so there will be bugs if you bite off too many. 





E Communicating over the web Firefox doesnt 
Support many communication protocols; surprisingly it 
doesn't have its own messenger client built-in, and no-ones 
designed an extension that has that functionality (though if 
you feel like facing that challenge, you can take the first few 
steps by reading the ‘Coding for Mozilla Firefox’ box on this 
page.) However, |ybe (www.jybe.com) is available. The plug- 
in equivalent of a conference call, Jybe allows you to chat 
with your pals while browsing together. When one of you 
types In a new web address, or opens a bookmark, your pal 
webpage will also update. 

Firefox does have an IRC channel client Chatzilla. (www. 
hacksrus.com/ ~ginda/chatzilla/) This combines Internet 
Relay Chat with existing web standards like Javascript, HTML 
and CSS; so in other words, it's user-friendly and easy to 
fiddle with. 

For a slightly more traditional form of communication, you 
could do worse than using the Gmail notifier (www. 
nexgenmedia.net/extensions/) This handy little plug-in 





Firefox's built in Download Manager is acceptable, but 
unspectacular. A quick plug-in later, and you get full, instant 
access to your files. 

Stores your account details, tells you when you have new 


Gmail and doubles as a shortcut to your Gmail account. 
What? You dont have Gmail? Well, until Google go properly 
commercial with it, Gmail is invite only — though with the six 
degrees of separation rule, you should be able to find 
someone you know who has tt. If youre really desperate, 
check out the PC Plus forums - someone on there is bound 
to have a spare invite. With 1GB of mail storage, It is really 
worth getting an account. 

Yahoo has also now upped their email account to 1GB, so 
you wouldn't lose out by getting one of their accounts. Once 
you have, the Yahoo Mail Notifier (www.latitudezero.org/ 
ext/index.html) performs exactly as the Gmail notifier, sitting 
in your status bar and informing you when you've got mail. 
It'll also login on start-up for you, if you so desire. 

Finally, if youre really interested in using wholly open 
source products, we suggest you give Thunderbird, Mozillas 
equivalent of Outlook, a try (www.mozilla.org/products/ 


The most useless extensions around Butfun, nonetheless ... 


Fans of Frank Herbert may remember a certain 

phrase that crops up in Dune. A group of 
afficionadoes, to demonstrate their familiarity with 
Firefox, have knocked up this Bene Gesserit slogan- 
reminder. Anytime you feel a little nauseous, click 
Tools | | must not fear. Fear is the mindkiller. 
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Soft Egg 
Medium Egg 
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The current US Department of Homeland Insecurity Idiocy Level is SCARED 


Mirs & RIP_Terri 





you what the current political situation is. 


Y'all might be a touch worried because of 

terrorists. Well, worry no longer because George 
Dubya Bush has got his Department of Homeland 
Security to tell you just how scared you should be. 
This little plug-in appears in the status pane, and tells 


Find that you put dinner on, sit down for five 

minutes at the computer, and are still there in 
the wee hours? Recognising this, the Firefox 
community has created this; now you can set your 
egg-boiling, choose the setting on the egg-timer (soft, 
medium, or hard), and cook it how you like it. 





PCPlus Back Issues 


Missed an instalment? 
Phone 0870 837 4722 
to order your back issue 


Beg ey ba ceed by ofa Assy appaiihoni rateergie $ piyee tied cups lhe ewe pian 


Far beii mma de jih aka ee Pe ia it 





ro great LOLOL 


e a 


FIREFOX 





Dan Griliopoulos 
dan.griliopoulos @futurenet.co.uk 


Dan is an ex-PC Plus staff member, who 
spends a prohibitive amount of time 
browsing the interweb, and hence has 
developed many Firefox coping habits 





The best place to start is the 
Extensions website, accessed 
by clicking Tools | Extensions 
and then following the ‘get 


Uhai! 
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Check your connection with the Bandwidth Tester and find out if 
it’s your machine or a website slowing you down. 


thunderbird/). This handles the email client portion of 
Mozilla, allowing you to access several email accounts at 
once, with passable junk mail filters and resilience to viruses, 
as well as reading RSS feeds and newsgroups. It is also 
eminently customisable, with hundreds of extensions, such 
as PGP keys or dictionaries, though we don't have the space 
to go into those here. 


Ø Entertained by a foxy lady Tired of using that 
longwinded [Alt]+[Tab] to change to your media player? Alex 
Sirotas Foxytunes (www-foxytunes.org/firefox/) is a free 
extension that allows you to control your media player from 
inside Firefox. It supports many players, including WinAmp, 
iTunes, Windows Media Player, Musicmatch, Media Player 
Classic and Real Player. It'S one of the most well-designed 
Firefox extensions, with all the functionality you expect from 
a media player; such as seek functions, current track info and 
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ChatZilla puts IRC conversations into your browser, making it 
possible to talk to the world without extra software. 


Foxytunes from your IRC chat, provided that you already 
have both extensions installed. You can either play tunes 
from the menu bar, or just type commands into the IRC 
conversation bar. If you type ‘/np’ into the conversation bar, 
it'll share with the world what youre currently playing. 

Finally, Clav (http://extensionroom.mozdev.org/clav/) 
has made a couple of simple games to keep you entertained 
within the browser; Cards is a simple selection of card 
games, and Blockfall is a tetris-like game of perpetually 
descending blocks. 


Ei Finding factual information Information, information, 
information — you won't get it! So you're slumped in your 


more extensions’ hyperlink. 
This has links to all the major 
extension developers, as well 
as a voting and comment 
system, so you can see exactly 
what a program really does, 
how well people think it does 
it, and whether there might be 
problems with your particular 
system configuration. A 
popular alternative to this is 
http://extensionrom.mozdev. 
org/ or you could try www. 
extensionsmirror.nl. This 
being Firefox, there’s an 
extension called xMirror that 
you can download that adds a 
selection menu for alternative 
extensions sites to the 
Extensions Manager. 


multi-language support, but on top of that you can place it 
anywhere in your browser, reskin it and reconfigure all the 
shortcuts. It's also got a wake up and sleep timer, in case 
you want to turn your PC into the worlds largest alarm clock. 
Interestingly, theres a plug-in for a plug-in here. 
ChattyTunes (http://czplugins.mozdev.org/utility/ 
chattytunes/) plugs into Chatzilla and allows you to control 


Coding extensions for Firefox 


Turning Firefox into the perfect system for you, by hand 


Firefox extensions come in the form of 
.xpi files. These are disguised ZIP files, 
disguised so the browser can recognise 
them as extensions. Unzip any popular 
.xpi with an archive program, and you'll 
see js and a .rdf files; the first are for 
older versions of Firefox, the .rdf for 
newer versions; if you're only 
programming for 0.9+ versions you can 
dispose of the .rdf. 

If there’s one thing the Mozilla 
community suffers from, it's the lack of 
a unified and easy introduction to 
programming for its products. Every 
forum you happen across is riddled 
with keen amateurs banging their 


heads against walls of unhelpfulness 
thrown up by those in the know. 
However, there are a few generous 
individuals out there willing to help. 
Gmacker has a ‘Lazy programmer's 
guide to Creating Firefox extensions’ at 
(http://tinyurl.com/c94v8). There's a 
useful list of books, sites and forums to 
visit at ‘A Prelude to Something Grape’ 
(http://tinyurl.com/a4xuk). And if you 
really must make a ‘Hello World’ script 
check out Roachfiend’s excellent tutorial 
at (http://tinyurl.com/5fvyj). 

If you're loathe to get into coding 
fully-functional extensions, then 
Greasemonkey (http://greasemonkey. 


chair, you want to know what the weathers like outside, but 
no longer possess the physical power to reach for the 
curtain? ForecastFox (http://forecastfox.mozdev.org) can 
help. Simply install the extension, and it'll pop-up a window 
asking for your location; click on the area code button, and 
search for the nearest city. It has a surprising depth of 
content. Once your area is established, it'll tell you the current 


mozdev.org), a user-script manager, 
allows you to add bits of DHTML to any 
webpage to change its behaviour, much 
like user CSS. It uses Javascript, so 
anyone with familiarity with that will 
be right at home, though there are 
plenty of free scripts available on the 
Greasemonkey homepage. To install 
them, first install the Greasemonkey 
extension and restart the browser. Then 
right-click a javascript link in Firefox 
and select ‘Install User Script...". Each 
script automatically affects certain 
webpages; to tweak which ones, you 
can edit the script preferences in Tools | 
Manage User Scripts. 





Greasemonkey makes it easy to 
create quick plug-ins, which can 
be converted into extensions. 
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Just because you want to 
escape from Internet Explorer 
doesn’t mean you 
automatically have to go with 
Firefox. Opera (www.opera. 
com) offers its own unique 
take on browsing; moving 
away from plug-ins to a 
highly-customisable, all-in-one 
suite for browsing and 
handling your email. 

Alternatively, you might be 
best suited with a browser that 
uses the IE rendering engine, 
but which builds in the 
features that IE so sorely lacks. 
Maxthon (www.maxthon.com) 
is a good place to start this. 





However small your USB stick, 
it’s still the same fiery fox. 
(Ironically, a firefox is really a 
type of panda...) 
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“Browsing optimisation is a key feature of Firefox, and 
there are extensions whose sole purpose is to make 
massively important, yet tiny tweaks. ” 
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Clusty is a metasearch tool. It runs your search through 
everything from Ask Jeeves to Wikipedia to provide results. 


weather, and give you a forecast for the next two days, 
including temperature and windspeed. You can also set up 
an alternate location, in case youre travelling. Maplt! (http:// 
mapit.mozdev.org) takes any address you highlight and 
searches for it on several different map engines such as 
Maps.com, MapQuest and Yahoo! (though the excellent 
Google Maps, satellite pictures and European addresses 
weren't yet supported at the time of going to press), giving 
you a Street map and providing directions from your (stored) 
home address. 

For the proper researcher out there, Clusty Toolbar (www. 
clusty.com) searches various online resources (such as 
dictionaries and encylopedias), highlights documents and 
uses a Special algorithim to cluster search results on textual 
and linguistic similarity, giving you very different results from 
Google. If that sounds a bit over the top, DictionarySearch 
(http://dictionarysearch.mozdev.org) offers simple user- 
defined dictionary searches. Finally, for the paper-and-paste 


Portable Firefox 


Take the browser with you, wherever you go 
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The Context menu is a regualrly updated part of Firefox, giving 
you instant-access to new features just by right-clicking. 


obsessive, ScrapBook (http://amb.vis.ne.jp/mozilla/ 
scrapbook/) allows you to save whole pages to your hard 
drive, so Internet access isn't always necessary. 


Browsing optimisation This is a key feature of Firefox, 
and there are extensions whose sole purpose is to make 
massively important, yet tiny tweaks. The most important is 
lEview (http://ieview.mozdev.org/). This adds a simple 
right-click menu command to open a page in Internet 
Explorer. Despite all Firefox's greatness, several websites 
check your browser version, at one time including nefarious 
Microsoft sites (such as Windows Update), to make sure 
youre using Internet Explorer; others simply wont work. On 
the other hand Nuke Anything (http://ted.mielczarek.org/ 
code/mozilla/) is a simple right-click menu that stops any 
object loading temporarily, which is very handy for navigating 
advert-heavy or just poorly constructed pages. A similar key 
aid (to any poor souls with no separate advert-blocker) is 


Of course, if you're a frequent flyer who 
travels sans laptop, you'll want a 
portable version of Firefox. 

John Haller (www.johnhaller.com/jh/ 
mozilla/portable_firefox/) has crafted 
one that runs off a USB key drive, 
CD-RW drive, ZIP Drive, external hard 
drive and MP3 player. There's also a 
version called Portable Firefox Live that 
will run from write-once media. 

To install it, just download the ZIP file 
and unzip it into your root directory. It 
will support several extensions, but not 
those that create extra files. 

There are also portable versions of 
Thunderbird, SunBird (Mozilla's calendar 


management component) and NVU 
(web design) available on John Haller’s 
site. If you're taken by the idea of the 
ultimate in portable personalisation, 
then there are plenty of other USB drive 
programs around. Trillian Anywhere 
(www.trilliananywhere.com) is a 
messenger aggregator program that 
brings together ICQ, MSN messenger, 
AIM and more, and allows easy, reliable 
communication with each. Brilliantly, 
both the ‘Beneath a Steel Sky’ (http:// 
tinyurl.com/extxl) and ‘Flight of the 
Amazon Queen’ (http://tinyurl.com/ 
c4stn) graphic adventures will also run 
off keydrives, as will an outrageous 


array of other programs, ranging from 
secure password storage systems like 
Roboform Portable (www.roboform. 
com/removeable.html) to Media Player 
Classic (http://tinyurl.com/6xp5j) to 
entire operating systems like Knoppix or 
DSL (Damn Small Linux, www. 
damnsmalllinux.org). 

More importantly, most of these 
programs are free (though if there's a 
Paypal link on their page, it wouldn't 
hurt to contribute.) For a more 
comprehensive list of portable programs 
that'll run from memory sticks, check 
out Jeremy Wagstaff’s Loose Wire blog 
(http://tinyurl.com/84ls3). 


It’s all in the wrist 


FIREFOX 


Controlling your PC using gestures - not necessarily the ones you have in mind! 


Gesture recognition technology has 
been around for a while now. It's been 
made heavy use of in the games Black 
& White and Arx Fatalis, and is the front- 
end of the coming Human-Machine 
Interface revolution (nothing to do with 
The Matrix, before you ask). Next 
generation HMI promises to take 
account of speech, handwriting, eye- 
movement, and mood-recognition 


Adblock (http://adblock.mozdev.org), which allows you to 
block ad pages and pop-ups. Tabbrowser Preferences (Www. 
pryan.org/mozilla/site/ TheOneKEA/tabprefs/) also 
changes the way tabbed browsing performs, allowing you to 
move the tabs around, select them with mouseovers, and 
several other essential little tweaks. 

Google is already built into Firefox; but to improve it 
further install GooglePreview (http://ackroyd.de/ 
googlepreview/). This adds a small snapshot of websites, 
Amazon products and stock charts to the Google search, to 
help you find the information youre looking for. Add in Image 
Zoom (www.yellowgorilla.net/imagezoom/) and you can 
have a closer look at those images — very handy on Ebay, 
Meanwhile, if the site youre looking at has changed recently, 
installing Gcache or Wayback (both at http://extensions. 
meatme.net/) will give you access to two different sorts of 
archive page. And while TinyUrl Creator (http://jgillick. 
nettripper.com) doesn't have any archive functions, it does 
allow you to transmit long URLs or stick them in documents 
with carefree abandon. Finally, About This Site (http:// 
scribbling.net/projects/firefoxextensions/aboutsite/) will 
give you a wealth of knowledge about the site youre 
browsing, through a contextual right-click menu. It shows 
Alexa traffic information, Google and Yahoo related pages, 
the sites location on several ranking charts like Technorati, a 
Whois query and hunting for older examples of the page in 
the Wayback archive. 


Ei Download optimisation Often the bane of an honest 
file-downloaders life, the dropped download can be 
extremely irritating, especially if youre a member of the 
unfortunate minority who are still on dial-up. The simplest 
way to optimise your downloads is by using the Download 
Manager Tweak. (http://dmextension.mozdev.org) This 
simply improves the look of Firefox's built-in download 
manager, and lets it be displayed as a separate window, 
pane or tab. A similarly simple to use extension is Disable 
Targets For Downloads (www.cusser.net). This simply 
removes the occasional blank intermediary windows that 
pop-up when you click on file download links. Of course, if 
you've already got legacy download managers on your PC, 
then FlashGot is one of the more inspired extensions. This 
simply acts as an interface between Firefox and whatever 
download manager you choose, from Getright to LeechGet 
and Mass Downloader (theres more information on what it 
supports at www-flashgot.net.) However, be careful to avoid 
FlashGet, which is a doppelganger download manager that 
contains spyware. 


a News of the world The web does news better than 
any other medium; rather than relying on a team of trained 
journalists aggregating your daily information into a 
newspaper, the web can allow you to tailor what news you 
read, by hopping from site to site. Moreover, with the miracle 
of RSS feeds, you can accurately filter all the news you want 
to read into your own custom page. However, RSS feeds can 
be tricky to set-up, and not all interfaces are the best for 
reading it. Mozilla's email client Thunderbird (mentioned 


(including pressure-sensitive 
keyboards); Gesture recognition is 
merely the first step. The next 
generation of Windows promises to 
make more use of this, but for now 
Mozilla is ahead of the curve. Installing 
Mouse Gestures (http://optimoz. 
mozdev.org/gestures) allows you to 
execute common commands by holding 
the right-mouse button and making 


gestures drawn over the current 
webpage, without reaching for the 
keyboard. It's especially handy when 
using a gyroscope mouse like the 
Gyration Ultra Mouse, a projector and a 
sofa. Certain gestures only affect one 
link, others affect every link your mouse 
crosses, so it's worth checking out the 
homepage for more information on the 
complete range of motions.@ 


earlier) does handle RSS 
feeds but is a separate, 
bulky, download just for 
RSS reading. 

InfoRSS (http:// 
inforss.mozdev.org/) is a 











popular plug-in to Firefox. 
Sitting in the status bar at 
the bottom of the window 
and feeding from any 
number of sites, it keeps 
you up to date with the 
news that you would 
actually care about. 
However, despite its 
immense customisability, it 
doesn't create a pleasant 
viewing experience and 
can be complicated to set-up. Sage (http://sage.mozdev. 
org) is, in constrast, better and lightweight, offering the RSS 
toolbar on the left of the screen, and letting you visit sites 
that have been updated individually. Overall, though, the 
difference between these two is essentially based on taste. 

Far better still, Bloglines (www.bloglines.com) offers a 
web-interface for RSS feeds, which is both readable and 
intuitive. It even provides a separate piece of code that you 
can integrate into your own web pages, a desktop update 
notifier (that pings the server when your'e online to see if 
anyone's posted) and will accept all types of RSS and Atom 
feeds. Moreover, Livelines (http://heygom.com/ 
extensions/) adds RSS feeds to Bloglines or Sage with the 
RSS icon on the status bar. 








E Bookmarking tools Of course, the real web wizard will 
be using del.icio.us (http://del.icio.us/) the social 
bookmarks manager. This maintains your bookmarks on a 
website, so that wherever you go in the real world you've got 
access to your eternal, immutable collection of favourite 
places. You can share these bookmarks with others, add 
them from anywhere and easily access them from inside 
Firefox. For even quicker bookmarking, go to the website and 
sign-up, then download the Foxylicious extension. This adds 
daily, automatic updates and sub-categorisation that is 
folder-based. Alternatively, as there can be problems with 
Foxylicious, simply go to the del.icio.us website Itself, log-in, 
and add the ‘post to del.icio.us’ Bookmarklet to your links bar 
in Firefox. 

The final feast for the information-starved Is 
StumbleUpon (www.stumbleupon.com). This fantastic little 
widget sits in your toolbar, and lets you surf the best- 
reviewed sites on the net. If, unlike the Lord Chancellor's 
department, you have any faith in peer review then you'll 
jump at this opportunity. It compares how you rate the pages 
you see with your peers and starts learning to only send you 
sites that others like you select, whether it be through length, 
humour, information or whatever else you might be looking 
for in a new site. Of course, it relies on you taking part, and 
suggesting sites for the collection as well. PCP 








Flick your wrist and browse the 
web however you like. You'll 
soon wish every program 
supported gestures. 











Jybe lets you browse with the 
world — or just talk to yourself. 


Look out for the start of a 
brand new Masterclass. 
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Were setting up a whole 
telephone network 
































EJE D 


A Linux system with an 
Asterisk install 


rorum | http://forum.pcplus.co.uk 
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Part Two 


Asterisk 
applications 


e've looked at Asterisk as a simple call routing 
system, where we can take calls in from a SIP 
phone and output them to a carrier using IAX2. 
However, Asterisk has many capabilities beyond this 
functionality, making it a fully fledged PBX system. 
This month we're going to use Asterisk for a Voicemail 
and Queue management system. As much as we all hate 
the ‘your call is important to us’ nonsense, it is a 
necessary evil for many businesses and Asterisk can 
deliver it at a much lower cost than many to other PBX 
environments available. 


Voicemail configuration The basics of any PBX 
system involve the ability to route a call to the appropriate 
individual, or give the option of going to voicemail or back to 
an operator to leave a message. Asterisk has a complete 
voicemail system called ‘Comedian Mail’ built-in, but only 
once we have it up and running can we really appreciate the 
way it integrates with email and other systems. 

Voicemail in Asterisk is configured through the ‘/etc/ 
asterisk/voicemail.conf file, which is organized in a similar 
way to the other configuration files. We start off with a 
‘general’ section, followed by contexts for handling 
mailboxes. For a PBX, shared between multiple corporations 
or departments, contexts allow you to create multiple 
mailboxes with the same name and have unique methods 
for access to voicemail. A typical voicemail.conf would look 
some like the following: 


[general] 
format=wav49 | gsm| wav 
serveremail=asterisk 
attach=yes 
skipms=3000 
maxsilence=10 
silencethreshold=128 
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Digium has lots of Asterisk hardware for connecting 
to the PSTN for single lines or ISDN circuits. 


maxlogins=3 
[default] 
100 => 1234,Example Mailbox, root@localhost 


A single voicemail box, number 100, is defined here with a 
default password of ‘1234’. We also define the mailbox as 
‘Example Mailbox’, which is used to indicate which mailbox 
the message Is left in, when sending an email to the user, in 
this case root@localhost. 


Wait for the beep The mailbox we deliver voicemail 
to does not have to be the same as the extension, although 
when it comes to building a more complex PBX, having 
everything the same makes life much simpler. With 
extensions matching voicemail boxes and other simple 
organizational techniques, major PBX functions can be 
scripted into macros which allows us to have a single 
function run multiple commands. 

For extension 100 and mailbox 100, we can build our 
extensions.conf’ with a section such as following: 


exten => 100,1,Dial(SIP/100,20,Ttr) 
exten => 100,2,VoiceMail (u100) 
exten => 100,3,Hangup 

exten => 100,102, VoiceMail (b100) 
exten => 100,103,Hangup () 


Extension macros Next, we would have to repeat 
these five commands for each extension. For a couple, it's 
not a major ordeal, but for ten or more extensions, its very 
tiresome. Instead, you can build a far more flexible and easy 
to replicate extension configuration using a macro: 


[macro-didexten] ; 

; Arg 1 is Voicemail Box, Arg 2 is Channel/Ext 
exten => s,1,DBput (LastCIDNum/ 

${DNID}=$ {CALLERIDNUM} ) 

exten => s,2,Dial(${ARG2},20,r) 

exten => s,3,Voicemail (u${ARG1}) 

exten => s,4,Goto(default,s,5) 

exten => s,102,Voicemail (b${ARG1}) 

exten => s,103,Voicemail (u${ARG1}) 

exten => s,104,Goto(default,s,5) 


Now for extension 100 we can do: 


exten => 100,1,Macro(didexten, ${EXTEN},SIP/ 
${EXTEN}) 


Additional extensions can easily be added. We can also 
setup direct dial numbers and point them to extensions: 


exten => 2169203100,1,Macro(didexten,100,SIP/ 
$ {EXTEN} ) 
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SER (http://www.iptel.org/ser) is perfect for gateways, which are 
only handling SIP without the overhead of Asterisk. 


Again, if the DIDs are assigned in a sequential format and 
theres a correlation between DID and the extension, it can all 
be built using wildcards: 


exten => 216920310 
,1,Macro (didexten, ${EXTEN: 7}, SIP/${EXTEN: 7 }) 


Call queues After voicemail, the most common use of 
a PBX is for call queues, otherwise known as Automated Call 
Distribution, or ACD. Asterisk allows for a very complex call 
queue configuration, where members can call into Asterisk 
remotely, obviously, this is very useful for home workers. 

Queues are configured in ‘/etc/asterisk/queues.conf’, with 
each context being a separate queue. We can define specific 
options for a queue, such as announcements to tell people 
how many are in the queue and estimated hold time: 


[tech-support] 
musiconhold = default 
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Asterisk call queues 


Asterisk call queues 


ee ee 
a Peres BD Beep oe e Pe did 
: ot Pet b p= bi ppi 
tg Bia Pak es Pee + 


ee eo 


es Sa ipiga & —— 
a hp mie ee fate > Deter Pa ee Aa Fe Poe eee pid die o ie eee 
ager ig any Are e ee nd) to ee ee ie ee oS a ge ee a 
ARER ee BAR ani e a E ga 
ä apine hwa 1 a i aa ee Be a li oi b apiti a Sere 
spej b 


BE She Ee F PS R ee eh i de ool, 

jH ep ee j | Fee oh 

Gee ea emi nG Gol bom puai PP h iani p Pe a aa Te 
Esa 


Strategies 


“ete ep be tee) pery F ee prp mimg p ae meg ee ee g 
caer oom 





Call queues, or ACD, are a necessary evil on many phone 
systems to manage large numbers of inbound calls. 


announce = queue-techsupport 
strategy 


ringall 
context = default 
announce-frequency = 90 
announce-holdtime = yes 
monitor-format = wav 
monitor-join = yes 
joinempty = yes 
leavewhenempty = yes 
eventwhencalled = yes 
member => SIP/100,1 
member => SIP/101,1 
member => Agent/1001,2 
member => Agent/1002,2 


Dynamic agents In this instance, we've given priorities 


to our members, so the two SIP users will be called first and 
if neither of them answer or they are busy, then it will try the 
two dynamic agents. These agents are users who have to 


Conference calling services can prove expensive, but Asterisk can do it 


confno [, pin] 
conf => 1234 


Being able to create virtual conference 
rooms where people can call in and talk 


the group. We can also define an 
extension, where users can enter 


can be a great benefit to any business. 
Indeed, many corporations exist purely 
to deliver this service, which can really 
prove expensive if you many users. 

Asterisk includes an application 
called MeetMe, which creates a 
conference bridge. MeetMe rooms are 
configured in ‘/etc/asterisk/meetme. 
conf’, with a specific conference number, 
as well as an optional PIN. 


[rooms] 
; Usage is conf => 


To connect to MeetMe, we define an 
extension within ‘/etc/asterisk / 
extensions.conf’: 


exten => 
8600,1,Meetme (1234 | Mp) 


When a single user is in the conference, 
they will hear a recording that they are 
alone and then hear the hold music. A 
beep will sound when users join the 
conference group, and the hold music 
will cease once there are two people in 


the group in a muted state. 

MeetMe requires a timer to 
function, so either Zaptel 
hardware is necessary, or the 
‘ztdummy’ module needs to be 
loaded. For 2.4 users, you can 
use zaprtc to access the real-time 
clock on the system, as ztdummy in 2.4 
requires USB hardware using UHCI to 
function. Lots of documentation on 
Meetme can be found at www.voip- 
info.org/tiki-index.php?page=Asterisk+ 
cmd+MeetMe. 





David Coulson 
david.coulson @futurenet.co.uk 


David is a Linux 
consultant who specialises 
in network architecture 
and system management 


While Asterisk is a popular 
system, there are times when 
a full-blown PBX application is 
simply overkill on a network. 
For SIP users, SIP Express 
Router or SER (www.iptel.org/ 
ser/) is a great alternative to 
Asterisk where a large number 
of users will be using the 
service to deliver their calls. 
While it lacks the functionality 
of Asterisk for inbound callers 
and business users, SER is a 
highly efficient SIP gateway 
package, which allows SIP 
calls to be routed and 
terminated on devices without 
having to have them outwardly 
accessible on the Internet. This 
is ideal for large scale SIP 
services, where the 
authentication stage is off- 
loaded onto SER and internal 
SIP devices and deliver the 
calls onto the PSTN. 





Conference bridges are a must 
for a smooth running business 
and Asterisk cuts the costs. 
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Music on Hold 


ADVANCED LINUX 


When silence is not golden, music can soothe the wounded customer 


No one loves the sound of silence when 
being placed on hold or sitting in a queue. 
Playing music is a much more pleasant 
idea, giving the indication that the call is 
still in progress and potentially can be 
used to take the edge of people who call 


in a less than ideal state. 


Asterisk uses a directory of MP3s for its 
hold music, and we can create multiple 


The Asterisk development 
community has come up with 
a clever little system to handle 
automated routing of calls, 
allowing anyone with an 
Asterisk system to make free 
calls out to anyone who will 
terminate their call. DUNDi is 
currently an add-on patch for 
Asterisk, although it will likely 
make its way into the release 
cycle at some point in the 
future. Those who wish to 
terminate calls on their own 
local equipment can advertise 
permitted number blocks onto 
the DUNDi network, which 
other Asterisk users can look 
up against. Should the lookup 
be successful, IAX2 is used to 
deliver the call over the 
Internet. Your mileage will vary 
with DUNDi, as it is dependent 
upon the public Internet to 
deliver the call, but it is 
certainly a promising platform 
for a ‘free for use’ VoIP 
interconnect environment. 


Next month we conclude our 
series on Asterisk with a look 
at some advanced call routing. 


‘Music on Hold’ contexts for different 
users. When configuring Music on Hold, 
it's necessary to remember that the music 
selected is that of the channel the held 
user is on, not the channel type of the 
person who put them on hold. 

We need to use the SetMusicOnHold 
application to set the hold music context 
for a specific call, so we can place this 


call into our system, authenticate, then become participants 
within the queue. Using the AgentCallbackLogin application 
and ‘agents.conf’, we can have people call an extension to 
manage their activity. The .CONF file looks very similar to 
‘voicemail.conf’, with an agent ID, password and name: 


agent => 100,1234,David 


We can now set up ‘extensions.conf’ with extension 700 
where people can login and out of the queue: 


exten => 700,1,AgentCallbackLogin ( | ${CALLERIDNU 


M}@local) 


Callback numbers are collected from the caller ID, which 
makes life much simpler for everyone. Once the agent has 
logged in, it will receive a call as if it were a static member of 
the queue. If we define an ‘announce’ entry in our queue. 
conf file, then the agent will hear a message indicating 
which queue the call is from, so it knows that the call is 
being routed via ACD, rather than a call for its extension. 


command, before 
we send users 


freeplaymusic 5 iTunes 


into conference bridges or queues and 
make sure the music is appropriate. 

Hold music is configured within ‘/etc/ 
asterisk /moh.conf’, and Asterisk comes 
complete with a selection of royalty free 
music which can be used without cost on 
your system. F 


Lil 
= 





Freeplaymusic.com has a 
wide selection of music 
which can be 

used by PBX systems. 





Asterisk Voicemail Client 


vmall 








Voicemail Accounts | 








Account: |Kevin 


~| Folder: INBOX +] Status: Idle 








Timestamp 


Caller Name Caller Number |Length 

















04/22/04 @ 10:44 AM 
05/05/04 @ 06:49 PM 
05/05/04 @ 06:55 PM 
(05/05/04 @ 07:16 PM 
(05/05/04 @ 07:46 PM 
(05707104 © 01:18 PM 
(05/09/04 @ 12:00 AM 


AAA CA ST AUTO 
Unknown 
Unknown 


925.454.2600 
Unknown 
Unknown 
Unknown Unknown 
Unknown Unknown 
MATHEWS CARLSEN 650.856.6201 
MULTHAUF BRIAN 650.207.1650. 








| Listen To Selected Message || Delete Message(s)_ 





vmail (www.kevinelliott.net/asterisk/AVQ is a great front-end to 
Asterisk’s voicemail system for easy access from a workstation. 


© Call monitoring For business users, having the ability 
to record calls either made by employees to clients, or 
inbound support calls, is very beneficial for training. It's worth 
remembering that different countries have their own laws 
regarding recording of conversations, and in certain places 
you are required to indicate that the call may be recorded. 

The ‘Monitor’ application monitors a specific channel, and 
will generate two WAV or GSM files, one for each side of the 
conversation. More recent versions of Asterisk will use ‘sox’ to 
merge the two files together, so we end up with a single file 
containing everything within the channel. 

The most basic configuration is to create an extension 
wildcard, so that any call prefixed with an ‘8’ will 


$ {TIMESTAMP } ) 

exten => 8.,2,Monitor (wav, ${CALLFILENAME},m) 
exten => 8.,3,Dial (LOCAL/${EXTEN:1}@outbound) 
exten => 8.,4,Congestion 

exten => 8.,104,Congestion 

///CODE/// 


For calls within queues, we can set the ‘monitor-format’ 
and ‘monitor-join’ options, which will do the exact same 
thing to calls being handled by the ACD system. It's important 
to note that it can take some CPU power to convert ULAW 
call formats into GSM, particularly if its a long call. Simply 
dumping everything to disk in WAV format is often a good 
option, as they can be migrated off the Asterisk server and 
archived. For inbound calls its not a good idea to simply 
monitor them all, otherwise it creates a nice little DoS attack 
against your system if someone calls in a dozen times, then 


automatically be recorded: 


[record-out] 


exten => 8.,1,SetVar (CALLFILENAME=${EXTEN: 1}- 


Asterisk Security 


Maintaining a VolP gateway requires some security considerations 


Asterisk and other VoIP 
systems use IP to communicate 
and are, therefore, open to 
attack and exploit. While we 
can't completely cut the system 
off from the world, we can 
restrict access to services. 

For the most part, SIP will be 
the only protocol where the 
users may be connecting from 
anywhere. For IAX2 
connections, we'll know where 
connections will be coming 
from, as we'll have a select list 
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of IAX2 providers, or internal 
systems talking IAX2. The IAX2 
format is easy to filter as it lives 
on a single UDP port, 4569, so 
we can permit access to that 
port to and from hosts that we 
peer with. 

RTP is a little more 
complicated to filter, as 
potentially it can use a large 
number of UDP ports across a 
range. Often there's little option, 
but to open them up to 
everyone for RTP to even work, 


although we can safely block 
TCP and low UDP ports. 
Inbound SIP connections will 
be on port 5060, so it would be 
better if a IPTables connection 
tracking module existed, which 
permitted RTP traffic when a 
corresponding SIP connection 
existed, but at this point one 
doesn’t exist. Of course, 
someone is sure to write one 
before too long, as it has some 
important functionality to 
secure VoIP environments. E 


waits an hour and hangs up. Asterisk will kick off twelve 
instances of ‘sox’, each of which are CPU hungry by 
themselves, disrupting calls and potentially killing the system 
if the memory available is too short. PCP 
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You can set up ‘Music on Hold’ 
and keep people calm when on 

hold, and reassured that 
someone will answer their call. 


This Series Part One 


LINUX 


How to set it up 
and some basic 


commands 





























Harder than Notepad, but 
at least it's not as bad as 
learning emacs! 





You will need Vim, as 
| provided with most Linux 
= distributions 


rd http://forum.pcplus.co.uk 


KDE enables you to make Vim 
the text editor for compliant 
applications, so KWrite can use 
its GUI shell around Vim text. 
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If your hard drive simply isn't big enough for the Emacs text editor, 
where do you turn to next? Paul Hudson leads the way to Vim 


ast issue we looked at Emacs, the kitchen-sink 
L? text editor used by 133t hackers and other 

advanced users. Emacs’ advantage is that you 
need never leave its extensive confines if you don't want 
to. It combines text editor with debugger, psychiatrist, 
change viewer, and mail reader. Not everyone wants this: 
many people want their text editor to be a text editor, and 
leave everything else to programs that do them better. 
For these people — and to be fair they are the majority — 
Vim is the most popular choice. 


Vim stands for Vi IMproved, as it is a more advanced version 
of Vi, which is an old Unix editor created by Bill Joy and 
others in the mid-19/0s. It predates Emacs by quite a few 
years, and this is immediately apparent because its much 
less complex. Even Vim, which adds many features, is stil 
much smaller and simpler than Emacs. However, on the 
flipside Vims age means that you will always find it (or Vi) 
installed on virtually any Unix box you come across. 

To get started, type ‘vi’ at the command line. Most Linux 
distros have this symlinked to Vim, so you should be ready 
to go. If you don't have Vim installed, it will almost certainly 
be available through your package manager. 


B Basic commands Once youre in Vim, you can move 
around using the cursor keys. Officially, the correct method is 
to use the H, J, K, and L keys to navigate left, down, up, and 
right. The programmers claim this is faster, but you should be 
fine with the cursors unless you find yourself connecting 
from a remote terminal that doesn't handle them well. 

When you first start Vim, you will be in ‘normal’ mode, 
that is, you can navigate around with the cursors and 
execute commands. If you want to quit Vim, press *q'. That 
will quit Vim and return you to the command line. 

To return to Vim, type ‘vim myfile.txt’ to also open the 
myfile.txt file for editing. If the file doesn't exist, Vim will 
create it for you. Now, 
hit ‘ to enter Insert 
mode — this allows 
you to enter text, so 
go ahead and type 
freely. When youre 
done, press Escape 
to go back to Normal 
mode, and you will 
be able to navigate 
again using the 
cursor keys. To delete 
a letter, move the 
cursor onto the letter 
you dont want, then 
press Delete (not 
Backspace) to zap it. 
If you try quitting Vim 


kia | 


now, you will see that it warns you that the file has been 
changed. You need to tell it to write or quit without saving. 
To write a file, execute the command ‘:w’. To quit without 
saving, type “q!. Alternatively, if you want to write then quit, 
use “wq. As you can see, this essentially lets you combine 
two commands together; this is a recurring theme in Vim. 
While in Vim, you can undo your last command by pressing 
‘u. Vim keeps a long undo trail for you, so you can undo 
multiple changes simply by tapping the key several times. 
There are a few supplementary navigation commands. 
Page Up and Page Down work as you would expect, but you 
can also use ‘$' (go to end of line), ‘~ (go to start of line), ‘w’ 
(go to start of next word), and ‘œ (go to end of next word). 


A Amending text As with writing and quitting, you can 
use the supplementary navigation commands mixed with 
other commands. For example, Vims ‘delete’ command is ‘d. 
You can press it twice to delete a line. However, you can use 
d$’ to delete from the current cursor position to the end of 
the line, or dw’ to delete the current word only. 

This becomes even more powerful when you add 
numbers into the equation. For example, dd’ deletes one 
line, but ‘Sdd’ deletes five lines, 500dd' deletes 500 lines, 
and ‘Sdw’ deletes the next five words. You can even use 
numbers plus the cursor keys. For instance, ‘5 | Up’ moves 
five lines up. The easy way to remember this is that you first 
specify the number, then the action, then the object of the 
action, so ‘5dw’ specifies the number 5, the action delete’, 
and the object to delete is ‘word’. 

Along with ‘7 for Insert mode, you can use ‘a’ for Append 
mode, which does largely the same thing. However, A 
(uppercase), puts you into Append mode and shifts the 
cursor to the end of the line. You can also use ‘R’ (uppercase) 
to enter Replace mode, which overwrites text as you type. 
Again, use Escape to return to Normal mode. 

If you use w’ by itself, it will save the file with the current 
name. You can change that by using “w somefile.txt’, or also 
“wq somefile.txt’, if you want to quit at the same time. 

To copy text to the clipboard, use ‘yy’. This copies the 
current line, but you can also use ‘2yy’ to copy the current 
line and the next, or 100yy' to copy the current line and the 
next 99. To paste, use ‘p’, or ‘l0p’ to paste ten times. 


E Search, replace, and more Search and replace in Vim 
uses Unix-style regular expressions that will be familiar to 
any experienced Perl programmer, although it shouldn't prove 
too troublesome for the beginner. 

To search, type ‘~ then your criteria, and hit Enter. By 
default this will highlight all matches, and move the cursor to 
the first one. Navigate to the next match by typing ‘~ and 
hitting Enter. lo do a reverse search, use a question mark, eg: 
? mysearch’, again using just the symbol to repeat a search. 

To replace rather than just search, you need a more 
complex construct. To replace one instance of ‘search’ with 
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‘replace’ on the current line, you would 
use ‘:S/search/replace’. To replace 
another, just use “s” by itself. IF you want 
to replace all instances on the current 
line, add ‘/g’ to the end of the 
command. The following: ‘:s/search/ = 
replace/g’ will replace all instances of Å- 
‘search’ with ‘replace’ on the current line. 
To replace all instances across the entire 
file, use ‘:%s'. So typing ‘:%s/search/ 
replace/g’, or optionally add ‘c’ after the 
‘/g’ will have Vim prompt you to replace 
each individual match. 

You can execute any shell command 
from Vim using *:!' followed by your 
command, so ‘!Is’ would print a 
directory list in the current directory 
(where you were before launching Vim). 
You can even use *!vi' to launch another 
Vim inside your existing Vim, but that 
could get confusing. Alternatively, use 
Shell to launch a full shell. 

The last thing to show off is a 
unique feature in KDE, which allows you to use Vim as the 
default text editor for applications that support it. For 
example, both KWrite and KMail allow you to choose the text 
editor you want to use for the text, and through the KDE 
Control Centre you can configure Vim. You will need to make 
sure you have either KVim or GVim installed (some distros, 
like Fedora, call it ‘XVim’). 

Next, go to KDE Control Centre, and select the ‘KDE 
Components’ list, and the ‘Vim Component Configuration’ 
option. You may need to point it to your new Vim binary, 
which looks like ‘/usr/X1LR6/bin/gvim’. Hit ‘Test’ to make sure 


We have only used Vim in the 
standard editing mode that it 
inherited from Vi. However 
there's a much smarter way of 
selecting and manipulating 
text: visual mode. To try this 
out, hit ‘V’ (uppercase) and 
use the cursors to select text. 
For example, if you select 
multiple lines of text with this 
mode, then type ‘:!sort’, it will 
pass those lines through the 
Linux ‘sort’ command, and 
amend the file to order the 
lines. Using visual mode is 
even harder than standard 
mode, but the payoff easily 
makes up for it. 
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As always, a terminal full of software can be a daunting sight, but in this case, you can 
see how everything is identified by its name, along with directories. 


it works. If so, you now only need to switch the default editor 
over to Vim. To do that, go to the ‘Component Chooser’ 
option in the same ‘KDE Components list, select ‘Embedded 
Text Editor’ from the list, then switch it to Vim. Done. 

Although Vim is a great deal easier than its rival, Emacs, 
its focus on text editing means that you dont need to press 
too many keys to work your way around it. Similarly, because 
there are no menus or other clutter, you get to see more of 
your text on screen at a time. If youre having problems 
remembering Vims mnemonic commands, refer to the box 
‘Vim cheat sheet’ to brush up. PCP 


We begin a brand new 
Masterclass series. 


Vim cheat sheet 


There are dozens of commands in Vim, but you can get away with just a few 





















































Most of the commands on the left can 
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make Perl idiot-proof (that’s up 
to you to do that), but it 
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PERL 


Part Five 

Input and output: 
files, consoles 
and sockets 





In the final part of this series, Paul Grosse shows us how to enable 
Our programs to communicate with users, files and other programs 





n this series, we've learned about variable types, 
Oo manipulating data, controlling flow, re-using 

code and making it easier to maintain by using 
subroutines. We complete the course by learning about 
input and output which will allow your programs to 
communicate with users, files, other programs and so on. 
Once completed, you should be able to write virtually any 
character-based program you want. 


For programs to have any meaning, they must be able to 
communicate with the resources that are available to them, 
such as printing to the screen or a file or perhaps allowing 
the user to input data or indicate preferences in the way a 
program executes. In this series so far, we have used some 
basic communication methods that have allowed our 
examples to make sense, but there is a lot more to it than 
that. First of all, we need to look at what happens by default. 


E Default There are three basic channels through which 
information flows: input for the program from the user 
(STDIN); output from the user, usually to the screen (STDOUT): 
and errors which normally go to the screen as well (STDERR). 
Between them, STDIN, STDOUT and STDERR all work well and 
you shouldn't need to do anything with them. We covered 
STDOUT when we used ‘print’. To obtain a line of input from 
the console, you just need to have a line like the following: 


chomp( $line = <STDIN> ); 


This takes the input from STDIN (using the diamond operator 
— just a * followed by a’), and then puts it in a variable 


Tainted love 


called ‘$line’. Chomp then removes the newline character 
from the end. 

As these are the defaults, you do not need to specify 
them explicitly in order to use them (in the same way that 
‘'$ ‘and ‘@_' are used). So, instead of having «STDIN», you 
can just use ‘o’. This is taken further if you need to have a 
series of inputs in a loop, such as if you are using your 
program interactively. This is done as follows: 


while (<>) { 
chomp; 

/^quit/i and do { 
last; 


} 


# put your code in here... 


} 


As in the previous example, chomp removes the newline at 
the end but here, because were using chomp, the value of 
the line input is stored in ‘$_’. There is nothing stopping you 
from copying $_ to some other variable or pushing it on to 
an array if you want a log of user input. It is useful to search 
the input for a quit or equivalent and using that to escape 
from the loop. If you look at the Perl Masterclass in PC Plus 
229 you will see that the same control structure directives 
work with a while loop, which is a foreach in disguise, so 
you can use ‘next’ and ‘edo’ as well. You can even use redo 
after modifying ‘$_’ if you want some food for thought. 


E Pipes Using a while loop with the diamond operator 
enables a program to take input from anything that is 


“It's a good job we're both honest men.” Stanley Holloway 


One of the biggest problems with 
computer programs is dealing with 


input to your program; environment 
variables; command-line arguments; 


un-taint data as you can with this, you 
are asking for trouble: 








open-ended user input and then having 
to make sense of it in a secure way. 
Suppose you have written a CGI script 
that takes data from a web form that is 
checked on the user's browser using a 
scripting language, such as JavaScript. 
You know that the data that your CGI 
script receives is in good shape. Don't 
you? Ask yourself a few questions: does 
JavaScript run perfectly on the user's 
browser? Do they have scripting turned 
on? Are they using a browser? 

There are plenty of other 
Opportunities for the user to influence 
your program, including: direct user 


data within files; where the program or 
current directory are located; 
permissions; and even whether files 
exist. You can do this in Perl by using 
‘Taint’ mode which you trigger by 
having the first line of your program as 
follows (the path to Perl might need 
changing if it is different): 


#!/usr/bin/perl -T 


This will treat all user supplied data 

as tainted until you change it. Not all 
operations performed with tainted data 
are dangerous, but if you just blindly 


Suserinput =~ /(.*)/; 
Suserinput = $1; 


Print is not considered dangerous and 
you can print tainted data, but 
operations that would allow the user 
access in a potentially destructive 

way (such as having write access) are 
not allowed with tainted data when 
using ‘-T’. Perl does not know what is 
dangerous, it can only assume that it all 
might be. It is up to the programmer to 
make sure that all eventualities are 
catered for. ‘-T’ is only a start. E 
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This program interacts by anane signals and reading files. It 
runs locally or from a teletype on the other side of the planet. 


prepared to masquerade as STDIN and have all of it 
processed for as long as data is fed to it. This is because 

the loop is executed until it receives an EOF (End Of File) 
signal, at which point it starts processing on the line after the 
end of the while loop. Just connect it up to a program 
instead of a user. This is done on the command line using 
the pipe symbol ‘|’: 


netstat -atn | grep LISTEN | myprog 


In the above example, the socket information is piped to 
grep which filters out any line that doesn’t have LISTEN in it. 
Any that remain are passed on to ‘myprog”,, which processes 
the names in any way you have chosen (you might be 
interested in connections with a range of interfaces on a tri- 
homed firewall for instance). If the output of myprog was 
then piped to another program, which died before it could 
finish taking in all of the data (if a resource had closed, for 


Command line 


Winning battles with arguments 


If you have ever used the command line 
for anything, you will probably have 
passed a program some command line 
arguments, even without thinking about 
it. In DOS, you can type ‘dir *.’ to get a 
list of directories (and extensionless 
files) and in UNIX, you can say “less 





these randomly as you can with any 
array or you can do it destructively 
using shift. In the screenshot, you can 
see the command line below: 


./test3 single args “all one” 


PERL 
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This is an HTML page generated by a Perl script. It reads two 
log files, processes the data and outputs HTML code to a file. 


instance) and then myprog tried to send it some more data, 
myprog would receive a SIGPIPE signal which would cause it 
to die unless SIGPIPE was prepared for — “SIG{‘PIPE} = ‘die_ 
gracefully’.”. See the boxout on signals for more details. 
Command-line-based pipes are not the only ones that 
are available. If you have a xinet superserver (xinetd) 
running, you can get it to pipe the data from the socket It 
creates for each connection to your program. The data from 
the socket comes in through STDIN (so you can read it using 
a ‘while (o) { loop) and you send data back using STDOUT 
SO you Can just use print. Plus, you can test such a program 
by calling it from the command line (’./myprog’) and test the 
input and output without any code rewriting. If you want to 
test it locally, all you need to do is run a telnet session (‘# 
telnet 1270.0.1 25’ where, in this case, 25 is the port number). 


E Redirection While we are on the command line, you 
can redirect STDIN and STDOUT quite easily just by using *’ 


then does what we have told it to, 
which in this case is just print them out. 

If you miss off the last quote, bash 
lets you enter other arguments until you 
enter another quote. In that case, all of 
the entries within a pair of quotes, will 
be just that one element in @ARGV, 





mytext.txt” to display the file mytext.txt 
on the screen. In each case, you are 
passing command line arguments: “*/ 
and ‘mytext.txt’ respectively. 

Perl picks these up and stores them 
in an array called ‘@ARGV’ which you 
can access and process in the same way 
as any other array; ie, SARGVI[O] is the 
first and so on. You can either process 


This shows that the program ‘test3’ has 
had a number of arguments passed to 
it. The first two are separated by 
spaces; as is the third. However, the 
third one is two words, separated by 
spaces, within quotes. The command 
line shell scans the line when you press 
enter and passes the three arguments 
to the program test3 (the directory). It 


including the newline characters. In this 
way, command line arguments passed 
to Perl scripts will work in the same 
way as command line arguments 
passed to any other program, primarily 


because it’s bash or any other command 


interpreter that you are using that does 


the pre-execution input and then passes 


on the arguments. E 
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There is more to a modern 
computer than doing just one 
thing at a time, as they can 
apparently do several things 
simultaneously. This is all very 
good if you have a number of 
things to do or have a multi- 
processor machine, but it is not 
all good news. 

Computers achieve this by 
dividing programs up into 
time-slices so that each job 
gets a share of the processor. 
On larger machines, every 
1/50th of a second there is an 
interrupt that says; ‘stop that 
one and do a bit of the next in 
the list.’ Unfortunately, one 
program could have started 
writing to a file and then, 20ms 
later, another one could try to 
do the same thing with the 
same file. This resource 
collision is called a ‘race 
condition’. These can take 
rockets out of the sky, so they 
are something to be aware of. 
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#!/usr/bin/perl - 
foreach |) : 


Environmentally friendly 


Using the your program's environment hash 


Line i Cal tå INS | NORM tart? 
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Your Perl program can pick up values 
from its environment by looking at the 
keys in the %ENV hash. The tiny 
program takes the %ENV hash, sorts 
them into alphabetical order and then 
prints out the values. 

You can use this as a program on 
its own to see what is there, or you 


can use it as a debugging tool. For 
example, if you are writing a CGI script 
you can instantly find out if Apache 
has passed on details such as the 
remote host IP address. 

If you are using your Perl program 
to spawn child processes, you can 
alter the values in the %ENV hash and 


then these new values will be passed 
to the child when it is spawned. 
Useful keys are HOME, HOST, 
OSTYPE and USER. Not all keys have 
the same name or are available on all 
Operating systems so you can find out 
the machine it is running on, and 
limit/extend its functionality. E 


> (apt (gnome2. /opt /quone. /opt /‘Kded 
or /SuSE—48x48/ apps: /opt/kde3/share/icons/crystal 
SROMEDIN => /opt/gnome 
ROMEPATH = /opt/ gnome? 
1HOME_PATH => opt /gnomn: (wer 





Each program inherits the environment 
of its parent. Here, you can see the 
values for each environment hash key. 


In this series, you have 
learned about variables, 
regular expressions, control 
structures, subroutines and 
communications and you 
should now be able to write 
virtually any text-based Perl 
program you need to. You 
could have learned this on 
almost any language because 
the basic principles are the 
same no matter what you use. 
However, Perl just lets you 
get on with programming 
without bogging you down 
with details, making it suitable 
for both the beginner and the 
experienced programmer. 
There is considerably more to 
Perl than we have had space 
to cover here, of course. You 
can extend Perl with modules 
that will allow you to design 
and use your own: GUIs; 
graphics; Internet services such 
as http and ftp; CGI, XML; 
databases and much more. 


We'll begin a brand new 
Masterclass series. 





Send the right type of signal 
and the recipient process will 
deal with it as you have 
programmed it to. 
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and ’. First of all, we need to have the name of the program ” $filename; and that is tried, a file with ʻo’ at the beginning 


we want to run and then we can specify where it should 
read STDIN from and STDOUT to. Note that you can specify 
none, either or both, depending upon your needs. 


./myprog < data.txt > outputfile.txt 


This runs myprog and feeds it data from the file data.txt’ as it 


will cause an error’. See the Tainted Love boxout. 
So, suppose we want to open a file, print to it and then 
close it again. All we need to do is: 


open FH, “>testfile.txt”; 


print FH “Some content\n”; 


close FH; 


is needed and then, the output of myprog Is sent to a file 


called ‘outputfile.txt’. If it finishes before it has got to the end 


then not all of it is passed to myprog: if it does get to the 


end, myprog is sent an EOE If you wanted to append 
outputtfile.txt’ you need to use *»»’ instead of ’y’. 


print “v Sor ; 


O Opening files So far, we have seen STDIN, STDOUT and }; 


STDERR which are in effect just special file handles. Like all 


close FH; 


file handles, they should be written in allcaps so that they 


are distinguished from other keywords. There are three 
Stages to using a file: open it; use it; and close it. 

The three most common ways to open files are Tead- 
only’, ‘write’ and ‘append’. This allows you to read data from 
a file, to create a new file and write to it from the beginning, 


and write more data to the end of an existing file. 


open CFG, “prog.conf”; 
open CFG, “<prog.conf” ; 
open PAGE, “>results.html”; 


open BIGLOG, “>>/var/log/slurp.1log” ; 


In the above examples (note the “’, 5’ and ^» as in 
command line redirection), the first two open the file for 
read-only, but in the second example, it was explicit. If you 
use a Scalar instead of a literal, a mischievous user could 
taint the scalar with a value like *°/etc/httpd/httpd.conf’ and 
cause It to be overwritten. If instead, you use open CFG 


To read a file in, line by line, we can do the following: 


open FH, “testfile.txt”; 
foreach (<FH>) { 


This will print out each line, although you can do more than 
just this. With inputting files, it is useful to think of «FH as a 
list which you can process in the same way as any other. 

Instead of reading a file in line by line, you can do it in 
one go, storing the file as entries in an array, like this: 


open FH, “testfile.txt”; 


@file contents 


close FH; 


<FH>; 


Now, we can access any line of the file in any order. The only 


limitation on this (assuming that the file exists) is that there is 


Sending and receiving signals 


Inter-program communications the intelligent way 


On systems that support it, programs 
can communicate using signals. These 
can convey messages from ‘exit in a 
civilised way’ to ‘the output stream you 
are trying to send data to has closed’. 
Essentially, if you send a signal to a 
program, it stops what it is doing and 
processes that code. So, there are two 
parts to signals: sending and receiving. 
The easiest way to send a signal is to 
know the Process Identity (PID) of the 
target process and then enter this, 


where INT is the signal to process 12345: 


kill sigint 12345 


If you have a process that is occupying 
too much processor time, and should 


have died a long time ago, you can find 
its PID by typing ‘top’ at the command 
prompt. This will get you the processes 
in descending order of how much 
processor time they are taking. Press ‘q 
when you have its PID and then enter 
‘kill sigkill 12345’ where 12345 should 
be substituted with the rogue process's 
PID. You can also do this from within 
Perl as follows, where INT is the signal 
we want to send and the PID is in the 
variable Spid: 


r 


kill INT => $pid; 


Note that ‘=>’ is just another way of 
writing a comma except that what is on 
the left is implicitly in quotes. In 


enough memory available. Fortunately with Perl, you dont 
have to worry too much about memory management, as 
Perl organises it all on your behalf. With modern PCs having 
hundreds of MBs of RAM, there is rarely a problem anyway. 

As always, you'll be able to find plenty of great examples 
on the Internet. PCP 


addition to the standard signals, there 
are also two user defined signals that 
you can do whatever you want with. 
These are USR1 and USR2. 

In order to process a signal that your 
Perl program has received, you need to 
redefine what Perl does with any given 
signal and these are stored in a hash. 
To make your program execute a 
subroutine instead of taking the default 
action, just write the following where 
dumplog is a subroutine that is defined 
in the same way as any other: 


$SIG{‘USR1’} = ‘dumplog’; 


This action is compatible with all signals 
except ‘KILL’. E 
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3 BEGINNER 

You'll save a lot of time 
and pain later if you are 
familiar with the basics 


A decent sized 
document to print 
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Atlanta Nights is a true work of 
class. Specifically, remedial. It 
even has a chapter written 
entirely by a computer — the only 
one with absolutely no spelling 
errors. How could it fail? 
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SELF-PUBLISHING 





Print On Demand is the new buzz on the Internet. Richard Cobbett 
takes a look at getting into print with one of the most popular tools 


hey say that everyone has a good novel in them, 
aD but without wanting to burst any bubbles, that's 

not what werfe talking about today. Lulu (www. 
lulu.com) is one of many POD (‘Print On Demand’) 
companies currently at work on the internet, and its job 
is simply enough described. It’s a printer. You provide 
your book as either a PDF or a DOC file, set the details, 
and anyone can then buy a copy. Print On Demand 
means that you don't have to pay any upfront fees, never 
have to keep a stock of books, and if nobody ever orders 
one, you've lost nothing except a bit of your time. 





We've chosen to take a look at Lulu because it's honest 
about what it does. It doesn’t promise to make you a 
millionaire, and it doesn't pretend its a publisher, because it's 
not. It's a printing service, and doesn't make any kind of play 
for your copyright. Indeed, upload a new project as being 
private, and nobody else in the world ever has to even know 
its there. It's one of the few POD companies that even 
publishing cynics speak highly of: when a group of sci-fi 
authors wrote their own ghastly novel Atlanta Nights’ to 
expose a particularly infamous US publishers purchasing 
habits, it was Lulu that they turned to when converting the 
awful manuscript into a book that the thousands of amused 
onlookers could put on their shelves. 

To get started, you'll need a decent sized document. The 
three basic styles of book you can make are perfect bound 
(look at any paperback), saddle stitch (smaller books) and 
coil (school jotter). These can be either black and white or 
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Atlanta 


Nights ©Y Travis Tes 


Printed: $11.94 


ADD TO CART 


Description: 


The world is full of bad books written by amateurs. But why settle for the 
merely regrettable? Atlanta Nights is a bad book written by experts. 


-- 7, Nielsen Hayden 


Atlanta Nights is a book that could only have been produced by an author 
well-versed in believable storylines, set in conditions that exist today, with 
believable every-day characters. Accepted by a Traditional Publisher, it is certain 
to resonate with an audience. It fits their specialty like a glove. 


Atlanta Nights 


Buying on Lulu 

» Buying content from Lulu 

» Shipping methods and 
timetables 


» Shipping rates 


Discounts on bulk 
orders 

Stuff your cart with the 
amount you'd like and watch 
the discounts appear! 

» More information 





Create your own 

Lulu is fast, easy and free! 

» Sign up to start 
sublishine 

» Learn more about Lulu 

» Take the Lulu tour 


» What you say 











All proceeds from this book go to the Science Fiction and Fantasy Writers of 


America Emergency Medical Fund. 


Get the Tee-shirt! http://www. cafepress.com/atlanta_nights 


Get your Luloot 


Tell the world you're 
published with fashionable 





PCPlus 231 | July 2005 





Lulu gear for creators, 


colour; although needless to say, colour will cost your readers 
a small fortune. With POD printing, you don't get to take 
advantage of bulk orders; its one book at a time, making the 
cost of your final book rather higher than you might like. 
Pricing is based on several important factors, starting with a 
base price for a book of your size, then being increased 
further by the amount you want to be paid for each copy 
sold (your royalty). One advantage of Lulu is that once you've 
got a book on the site, you can also turn it into an online 
eBook, where the prices come down considerably. 


Ei Making it sell As you can imagine, fiction is largely a 
no-go area for self-publishing, POD or not. You can certainly 
create a book this way, but it won't sell. Just take Atlanta 
Nights itself, a self-admittedly ghastly book, but one which 
quickly soared into the list of most popular books on a wave 
of gleeful authors and write-ups in everything up to the New 
York Times, and still only netted around 350 sales. POD 
fiction publishing is anathema to both money and readers. 
However, you can certainly turn it to your own use. Say 
for example that you've written a new program, and want to 
make the manual available as something other than a pile of 
HTML files. A pre-prepared coil bound book is a much easier 
sell than having your users reformat everything for a local 
printer to take a shot at. Likewise, if you run a website, it's a 
good way of offering up the archives — or potentially even 
having a look at a book you intend to submit for publication 
in the form you hope it will ultimately appear as. There are 
plenty of uses. As a first sale basis goes, the publications to 
consider are niche titles that people cant get elsewhere. 


A Formatting your work In Lulus case, everything kicks 
off with a free downloadable template. This plugs into Word 
and lays out your book in a form that will work, but probably 
not look particularly pretty. The most important part is 
controlling the margins and text per page, altering the default 
font to something more suitable to your own book, and 
providing a good looking title page and spine. By default, 
everything comes stamped with a Lulu flag, but that can be 
removed as you continue. Images can be uploaded straight 
from your computer and slotted into place: either something 
generic if youre Just making a book for yourself, or a full 
Photoshop-laced masterpiece in hopes of catching attention. 


E The wider world ISBN numbers (note to pedants: yes, 
we know) are one of the few confusing elements of creating 
a book, and as such, get heavily worked over by vanity press 
publishers and scam-artists. In a nutshell, having an ISBN on 
your book makes it available to bookstores around the world. 
It does not however mean that actual copies will be on 
actual shelves — simply that anyone who goes up to the 
desk and manually orders a copy will be able to get hold of 
one. If you only plan to sell via Lulus storefront, dont bother. 
They may not be expensive, but their overall usefulness is 
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With Lulu it’s easy to upload your story and put your work up for 
sale as a printed book or eBook for portable devices. 


debatable. Lulu also offers a $149 ISBN service which will 
have your book listed on Ingram, and by extension, usually 
Amazon. Bear in mind that you only get a royalty for each 
copy of your book, not the whole purchase price, and people 
seldom break out their credit cards on spec, and you can see 
that you'll have to be a genuine sales dynamo to make your 
investment back. Be sure you can. 


O On the virtual shelf You'll notice that we havent 


mentioned many of the individual steps of getting yourself in 
print, and really, theres not much need. The actual process is 


Avoiding the scammers 


Nevermind the ides of March — these are the self-publishing tricks to beware 





SELF-PUBLISHING 


easy enough, leading you gently by the hand from start to 
Storefront. It could be with Lulu, it could be CafePress, or it 
could be any other POD company — some others may go 
through editors, more through ‘editors’ and some may try to 
charge you an upfront fee. 

The key thing to keep in mind isn’t computing, its the 
laws of publishing. By going in alone, you make yourself an 
easy target for the scum of the universe to try and squash 
your dreams for a quick shot of cash. They won't phrase it 
like that, of course — more likely you'll be asked to invest in 
your future, or help share the risk or some other such 
nonsense — but this is the first law of writing: money flows 
toward the writer. If you pay to have a book printed, you 
know exactly where you are. Any copies you want to sell, 
you'll have to sell. Usually that means selling to people you 
know, or at best, to an already receptive audience. 


B Making it work Thats the part of the self-publishing 
market that has a real chance of achieving success — most 
of the big success stories you'll hear, especially in the new 
POD world, genuinely define the term ‘exception to the rule’. 
Most self-published books sell a handful of copies, at best. If 
you think your work is marketable, spending a few pounds 
on a copy of the Writers and Artists Yearbook will be a bigger 
step in your writing career than a hundred potential buyers. If 
you don't, what are the odds that you'll sell any yourself? 
This isn't intended to put you off POD: used wisely, it can 
be ideal. With Lulu, youre in safe hands. The worst that can 
happen to you is that you dont sell anything. There are no 
upfront fees, you maintain full copyright to your work at all 
times, you provide everything from art to editing, ensuring 
that you get your book exactly as you specified (for better or 
worse) and you choose how much it goes on sale for. So 
whether youre creating a best-seller or just a personal copy, 
you know that youfe always going to be in full control of 
how you handle the sales and marketing afterward. PCP 


Writing-scams, like so many others, are 
easily described, but not always so 
easy to spot. Luckily, we have our own 
version of ‘If it sounds too good to be 
true...’ and that’s ‘Money flows toward 
the writer’. In traditional publishing, it’s 
best summarised as ‘The only place a 
writer should sign a cheque is on the 
back’ — although in the world of self- 
publishing, be it a novel or a handbook, 
that does get slightly mangled. The 
important thing is knowing when you're 
paying for a service (editing, for 
instance) and when youre getting 
ripped off with editing consisting of 
nothing more but the Microsoft Word 
spelling checker. 


With POD, the most obvious hitch is 
a setup fee. Don't pay this. That ‘setup’ 
involves nothing more involved than 
uploading a PDF onto a server, but there 
are companies that will ask you for 
anything from hundreds to thousands 
of pounds for that alone. Next, the 
company will often offer editing and 
cover design services. These are usually 
a bad idea, typically netting you a piece 
of stock art with your name over the top 
(or, worst case scenario, a totally 
inappropriate cover). 

The single biggest thing to watch 
out for however is vanity presses 
pretending to be actual publishers, built 
on POD technology. You can see these a 


mile away, simply by dint of the 
fact that their sites are geared 
towards selling things to you 
rather than to readers. POD is a 
technology, not a business model 
— but any publisher whose main 
source of income is its own 
authors should be avoided. If you 
just want a stack of books to sell 
on, don't go with the added 
expense of POD. Find a good local 
printer in your area and see what 
their price is for the same number. 
Printing a book isn't rocket science, and 
chances are, the result will be exactly 
the same as the crate you were about to 
pay a premium on. E 





Richard Cobbett 


richard.cobbett@ futurenet.co.uk 


Richard has a huge collection of links 
to self-published books, if mostly for 
laughs. How can you go wrong with 
‘Night Travels of the Elven Vampire’? 





Normally, we'd recommend 
forums at this point — but 
when it comes to publishing, it 
pays to be careful. Many 

such groups have an almost 
cult-like mentality, and it’s 
easy to have incorrect 
information hammered into 
your head. Absolute Write 
(www.absolutewrite.com) is 
one of the biggest around, 
famous for the PublishAmerica 
Atlanta Nights sting, and with 
a section dedicated to Bewares 
and Background Checks. Most 
POD scams and potential 
dodgy publishers eventually 
wind up making an 
appearance. It’s also worth 
looking up the company you 
plan to use on dedicated 
checking sites, like Preditors 
and Editors (www. 
anotherealm.com/ 
prededitors). 





If you need free stock images 
for your covers, try WWW.SXC. 
hu. Check the copyright 
information carefully though. 
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In News this 


“Creative software 
is Increasingly in 
the control of just 
a few players.” 


p13 


“Protecting your 
data is at the 
centre of 
computer security.” 


p19 
“The brains 
handling of data 


probably isnt 
limited to binary.” 
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Where's 





Longhorn going? 





Microsoft seems unsure about exactly whats happening with Its 
next-gen OS, so how is anyone else supposed to know? 





icrosoft's biggest star had 
a distinctly low-wattage 
shine at this year's 


Windows Hardware Engineering 
Conference, with the latest 
demonstration of Windows 
Longhorn proving underwhelming. 
The most advanced build of the 
Aero interface included the expected 
features of integrated search, 
document-preview Icons, and 
transparent window views, but it 
looked more like a tricked-out version 
of Windows XP Microsoft was stung 
by unfavourable comparisons to OS X 
and stressed that it was very much a 
work in progress. The Ul and user 
features are, were assured, 
enormously impressive and thus 
being kept confidential until the 
second beta, which isnt likely to arrive 
before the beginning of 2006. There 
wasnt even a minimum specification 
— Staffers confirmed that it will run on 
low-end systems with as little as a 
1GHz CPU and 128MB RAM, although 


developers were encouraged to use 
dual-core 64-bit chips and a 
minimum of 1GB of RAM. 

Microsoft was happy to talk about 
what its planning to include, and the 
results sounded more promising. 
Tasks like connecting displays, 
moving between wireless networks 
and viewing DVDs will be automated, 


“MICROSOFT WAS STUNG 


BY UNFAVOURABLE 


COMPARISONS TO OS X” 


improved disk management will 
make defragging a thing of the past, 
and deployment will be easier for 
both home and business users. The 
company also claimed that it can 
save a huge amount of admin time, 
although VP Jim Allchin admitted that 
was still something he had to prove. 
There was also a raft of Microsoft- 
developed hardware features being 





offered royalty-free to developers, 
including a new Tablet design to go 
along with improvements to non- 
keyboard input: an interface for both 
digitiser and touchscreen operation, 
and improved voice recognition. Less 
productive, but nevertheless 
interesting, was support for auxiliary 
displays built in to system chassis, 
enabling at-a-glance 
access to media 
playback, Outlook 
information or even 
wireless signal strength. 
Longhorn will also include 
optimisations to take 
advantage of hybrid hard drives 
equipped with a flash buffer to offer 
instant startup and silent running. 
Theres also a ‘Mobility Center’ 
grouping laptop-specific settings. 
Security gets a major boost, with 
user accounts limited by default, 
demanding admin passwords for 
program installation, and the final 
arrival of Palladium in the form of 
Secure Startup — relying on Trusted 
Computing Platform implementation 
to block access from outside the OS. 
Whether all of it will actually make 
it on sale remains to be seen; execs 
made it clear that features will be cut 
if the release date slips again, and 
with only a selection slated to make 
it into the first beta this summer 
things are still alarmingly fluid. 
Microsoft will at least confirm the 
system requirements at the same 
time and the final name not long 


5 after so that PC manufacturers can 
' start selling ‘Longhorn ready’ PCs at 


the beginning of 2006. The finished 
item will go on sale at the end of the 
year under a new version of the 
Windows Logo program; a high-end 
badge for systems that can show off 
the advanced features, and a lesser 
grade for those that can merely run it. 


| WINDOWS UPDATE | UPDATE 


Bill Gates softens the 
Longhorn blow with the 
release of XP 64-bit. 








64-bit Windows: 


Slow train coming 


Has Microsoft prepared people for Windows x64 edition? 


M icrosoft has now released 
its long-awaited 64-bit 
variant of the XP operating 
system, with more to follow once 
Longhorn finally appears at the 
end of 2006. You won't be able 
to buy it in the shops for a while, 
but OEMs such as Dell will have 
it pre-installed on its latest 
offerings by the time you read 
these lines. 

It might surprise you to know 
that Microsoft has been talking 
about 64-bit Windows since at 
least 1997 Remember that 64-bit 
version of NT 5.0 for Alpha 
hardware? Maybe you don't, but 
suffice it to say we got there in 
the end! With such a long 
gestation period, you might be 
forgiven for thinking that most 
developers are fully up to speed 
with 64 bits. For some of them, it 
is just a matter of rebuilding for 
x64, with little or no source code 
changes needed. 

However, not all developers 
are embracing 64-bit 
technologies with open arms. 
Cast an eye over Borland’s public 
newsgroups, for instance, and 
you'll find lots of impatient users 
wondering when there's going to 
be an announcement of 64-bit 
versions of Delphi and C++ 
development tools. By and large, 
these pleas for information seem 
to be falling on deaf ears, and 
from time to time there are 
official requests to stop posting 
64-bit related questions in the 
newsgroups. At present, it’s not 


clear whether Borland will ever 
produce a 64-bit native code 
Delphi compiler. Not only that, 
but from where werfe sitting right 
now, we have doubts that the 
company has the necessary 
resources and commitment. 

Other, smaller developers 
can't wait to get their hands on 
the new technology. We talked to 
folks who routinely run scientific 
number-crunching applications 
involving millions of array 
elements. They expect to see 
very big performance increases 
by moving to 64 bits. For the rest 
of us, the new generation of 
high-resolution scanners mean 
that you only need a few decent 
sized scans in memory 
(2,400dpi, 32-bits per pixel) 
before you start coming up 
against the limits of the 32-bit 
address space. Soon enough, 
we'll all be needing 64-bit 
software, but for most of us at 
the present time, it simply isn't a 
must-have option. 

That said, there's one 
company which needs — and 
already uses — 64-bit software 
for its own business analysis. 
Microsoft sources have already 
revealed that internally, 
Redmond uses high-performance 
64-bit software in its treasury 
division to optimise investment- 
based strategies for getting the 
maximum return on the 
company's huge cash stockpile. 
For some applications, only 64 
bits will do. 












Tiger, Tiger 
burning bright 


SPECIAL 


Apple gets in first with its next-gen operating system 


pril 29th saw the release of the 

latest version of Apples 
popular Unix-based operating 
system, OS X 104, or Tiger as it's 
better known. Apple has stunned 
critics by producing a fully 64-bit 
operating system a full year before 
Longhorn is expected to go on 
sale. Despite giving Microsoft 
some much-needed competition, 
Tiger isn't quite perfect yet, and 
there are still a few creases wed 
have liked ironed out of OS X. 
There still isn't a properly 
multi-threaded Finder 
(the Apple version of 
Windows Explorer) and 
some inconsistencies 
have been introduced 
into the interfaces, 
particularly in revamped 
programs like Mail. But despite 
all that, its a pretty impressive 
enhancement overall. 

The main new features in Tiger 
are Spotlight, a super-fast search 
facility, and Dashboard, a 
collection of on-screen ‘widgets’ 
that can do simple things, like get 
the latest shareprices or run a 
calculator. Dashboard sounds an 
awful lot like Microsoft's aborted 
Active Desktop, but the Apple 
version is quick and bug-free. 
Dashboard is perhaps more of a 
gimmick than something that will 
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change the way we use PCs, but 
with Spotlight, Jobs and Co. could 
really be on to something. Rather 
than being a separate application 
running over Tiger, its actually fully 
integrated into the OS. It searches 
the metadata (like date of 
creation) associated with every file 
on your Mac and can look inside 
text and PDF files. You can also 
Save your search results as smart 
folders, which get updated every 
time you open them. It really 
does change the way you 
work: with Spotlight 
theres no reason to 
organise your hard 
drive again, as you can 
find any file in the blink 
of an eye. 

A closer look under the 
bonnet of Tiger reveals that a 
lot of work has been done on the 

kernels multi-threading in 
preparation for dual-core, dual- 
processor machines, and that 
means that four processor Macs 
are probably on their way very, 
very soon. 

Microsoft has already said that 
PC users can expect many of the 
new features of Tiger in Longhorn. 
The bar has been raised; let's just 
hope that there hasnt been 
another OS X release before 
Longhorn sees the light of day. 


Bort Within Gis bey. 
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Tiger contains a new search facility entitled ‘Spotlight’, which is actually 
integrated into the OS and searches the metadata of every single file. 
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| STORAGE DEVELOPMENTS | DEVELOPMENTS 


Attracting a crowd 
for recording 


Two of the biggest names in hard drives take great 
strides with perpendicular recording 


erpendicular hard disks are 

finally set to take off. This 
month, both Fujitsu and Hitachi 
made major announcements 
trumpeting the technology as the 
future of storage. Fujitsu is being 
very specific about its plans, 
promising 200GB 2.5in drives by 
early 2007 Hitachi, on the other 
hand, has really gone to town, 
speaking of 20GB Microdrives 
and full 1TB 3.5-inchers. 

Essentially, the difference 
between perpendicular and 
longitudinal recording is that the 
latter enables more data bits to 
be positioned on each square 
inch of disk space, due to 
magnetic geometry. In 
longitudinal recording, the 
magnetizations are lined up 
north pole to north pole and 
south to south, meaning that they 
repel each other. This makes for 
an unstable environment, and 
requires the data bits to be 
more spaced out. 

With perpendicular recording, 
the magnetizations are aligned 


vertically, with alternating bits 
standing north pole to south 
pole. The fact that they attract 
each other makes for a more 
stable platform, and thus they 
can be packed much more tightly. 
Fujitsu's announced 200GB 
drives are based on a density of 
150Gb/in?, but the Japanese giant 
has already demonstrated 
prototypes working at 200Gb/in?, 
and hopes to show off 300Gb/in? 
within the next year. A company 
spokesperson said: “These new 
storage technologies will allow us 
to store higher capacities in the 
same form factor, reduce the 
number of head and disk 
components and make smaller 
drives fit into new applications.” 
Hitachi's CEO, Jim Naruse, is 
equally excited about the 
breakthrough. “We are at the 
cusp of the most significant hard 
drive technology transition of the 
past decade, and it's one that 
holds so much promise for the 
hard drive and consumer 
electronics industries,” he said. 


Recording Technologies 
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Perpendicular makes for more stable and efficient recording than longitudinal. 


=> After years of shunning the format in its 
software, Microsoft is launching its own PDF 
competitor, Metro. It shares the goal of creating 
cross-platform documents, complete with all 


advanced features that PDF offers, but builds on 
an XML base rather than traditional Postscript. 
The draft version has been released royalty-free 


for developers to work with. 


=> Recent French legal battles have cast a 
shadow over ubiquitous DVD protection. The 
Paris courts slammed Studio Canal for not 
allowing its movies to be copied from DVD to 
video, as well as failing to mark up the 
restriction on its packaging and advertising. 
Studio Canal looks to appeal, or move its 
case to the consumer-hostile land of EUCD. 





PoE tidies the back of 
your computer, so no 
more dusty wire-jungle. 








Power over Ethernet 


PC systems may soon be powered through LAN cabling, 
withdrawing the need for separate power supplies 


he number of cables emerging 

from the back of your computer 
could soon be reduced if the 
technologies being developed by 
DSP Design are adopted by leading 
system manufacturers. Wireless 
methods have already tidied up the 
average desktop. However, DSP 
Design has announced substantial 
improvements through their Power 
over Ethernet (PoE) developments, 
which means entire systems may 
soon be fully powered through 
regular CATS LAN cabling. 

Already established as an IEEE 
Standard, PoE currently has an upper 
limit of 154 watts, which provides 
enough juice to drive low power 
peripherals such as VolP handsets, 
network hubs, webcams, smart card 
readers and even video servers, 
although the system itself must still 
rely on the traditional kettle lead. 
However, the POET6000 touch screen 
computer from DSP draws on only a 
mere 12 watts, which makes it more 
than capable of running through 
IEEE802.2af PoE. 

Such a system would have 
immediate mobility benefits for 
kiosks or trade shows environments. 
Laying down power cables adds to 
the installation costs, while 


businesses running a large volume of 
low power terminals, such as call 
centres, might start to rely on their 
network infrastructure, removing a 
level of diagnostics for technical 
engineers. But as for the regular user 
from home, the current specification 
is unfortunately still too low to have 
too many Implications. 

However, aS work continues on 
increasing the power provided, we 
could soon see the power limit raised 
to 30-35 watts: enough to power a 
regular laptop. And the implications 
are enormous, as mobile computing 
may soon mean you can power and 
recharge your laptops battery through 
an Ethernet cable, removing the need 
for mobile users to pack a heavy 
power pack and universal travel plug 
adaptor when travelling with the 
computer overseas. 

Just look at what this has to offer: 
the reduced installation costs, cable 
runs and power consumption, as well 
as simplified installation with less 
chance of disruption — this 
worldwide standard is all set to 
change the way computer systems 
are powered, but theres still some 
considerable development work 
necessary before you can ditch the 
old kettle lead. 


=> Google has trademarked ‘TrustRank’, a 
clear call to its existing ‘PageRank’ system of 
sorting pages. As is so often the case, Google 
has yet to actually say what it is, but search 
engine enthusiasts point to an earlier paper 
suggesting and prioritising trusted ‘seed’ sites 
rather than checking for general links that 
spammers target with blogs and Trackbacks. 
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SOFTWARE BUY-OUTS 





Adobe's acquisition of Macromedia 
is just part of a worrying trend 


he recent takeover by Adobe Systems of 

one of its biggest rivals, Macromedia, 
has led to a raft of speculation by 
designers the world over. Concern over 
which of the two companies’ applications 
will survive the acquisition is quickly filling 
forum pages on any related site you care to 
mention; although we'd like to think that 
former Macromedia titles Dreamweaver 
and Flash are safe bets, it must be 
questioned how Macromedia Freehand will 
emerge when it goes head to head with 
Adobe Illustrator in the boardroom. 

Macromedia now joins a growing list of 
design and technology companies under the 
control of Adobe: Aldus, Frame Technology, 
Ceneca, GoLive and Syntrillium were all once 
major players in their respective fields before 
being rebadged and repackaged under their 
new monikers. And Macromedia is equally 
familiar with the takeover-concept, having 
acquired numerous technologies itself to 
further develop into industry-standard titles. 
Without such, Macromedia would be devoid 
of Flash, Freehand and Captivate, as well as 
the former Allaire titles of ColdFusion and 
HomeSite - all of which now join 
Macromedia's core titles of Dreamweaver, 
Flash and Director to give the new 
management at Adobe a formidable arsenal. 

There have been similar takeovers from 
Computer Associates and Symantec, although 
it is the Corel acquisition of Paint Shop Pro 
developers Jasc last year which leaves the 
future of professional-level creative 
software looking increasingly in 
control of just a few large players. 
With less and less competition, it 
may be argued that such 
monopolies may lead to a level of 
complacency when developing 
future titles, although the growing 
popularity that Apple is having 
with its equivalent range of pro- 
level applications may help provide 
some motivation. 

But then, Apple software is 
limited to its own OS, and Adobe 
has already abandoned Macintosh 
versions of selected titles, most 
notably forcing existing Mac users 
of Premiere to turn to Final Cut Pro 
for example. And with no plans to 
release Mac-builds of Adobe's 
Encore DVD or Audition, there will 
be even more ammunition for 
those intent on raising the whole 
tedious ‘PC versus Mac’ debate, 
especially if Apple chooses to 
compete in the web-authoring 





arena and provide effective alternatives to 
Dreamweaver and Flash. 

However, a couple of aces are found up 
the sleeve of Adobe, with its ownership of 
the universal Acrobat PDF format and now, 
with the acquisition of Flash, the equally 
ubiquitous SWF. These formats have been 
long established, and even Apple would be 
hard-pressed to find an argument to develop 
new alternatives. If we consider the 
Streaming media market, QuickTime may be 
a popular choice for Apple users, and while a 
Windows version exists, PC users will still turn 
toward Real or their OS-integrated Windows 
Media Player. Introducing Apple-centric 
alternatives to PDF and SWF would only lead 


“A MONOPOLY MAY LEAD 
TO COMPLACENCY WHEN 
DEVELOPING NEW TITLES” 


to wasted development time and the wrath 
of the web development community. 
Conversely, there is speculation rising 
about the impact the Adobe/Macromedia 
alliance might have on Microsoft. With joint 
ownership of the PDF and SWF platforms, it 
will be increasingly feasible that indirect titles 
such as InDesign, Illustrator and Photoshop 
will see improved support for both 
formats and provide leading 
design environments for 





Monopolies and mergers 


How things stand 


Although described as a merger, the ‘new’ 
company will be known as Adobe. The buy-out 
involved an all-stock transaction of approximately 


$3.4billion from Adobe to Macromedia. Approval 
is still to be gained by shareholders and US 
regulators, although there is little to suggest the 
Bush administration will intervene or question 
the merger transaction. 





creating rich media applications for online 
delivery. Add to this Adobe’s new found 
access to ColdFusion and you have a 
veritable arsenal of tools that could challenge 
even the lofty ambitions of Microsoft's 
Longhorn and its recently announced Metro 
document format. 

But aside from speculation about Adobe's 
long-term plans of World domination, the 
merger raises Some more immediate 
concerns for the regular software user. Prior 
to the announcement of the takeover, the 
design community had already received 
notification of the next generation of Adobe's 
Creative Suite and it must be assumed that 
Macromedia will shortly reveal their next 
Studio MX enhancements. And although it 
would seem unlikely to see too many 
dramatic changes in the immediate future, 

how such packages are presented in the 
next generation is anyone's guess. 

- Chris Schmidt 
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An Ji 
on the latest in hi-tec 
heading west 





] Mark Lytle 


jmark.lytle@futurenet.co.uk 


Based in Tokyo, Mark Lytle is a long- 
standing technology journalist and 
self-confessed otaku 


Onkyo RI Dock, 8,400 yen (£44) 
Something of a niche product, Onkyos RI 
Dock is specifically intended for hooking 
up an iPod to an Onkyo stereo system. 
The RI of the title stands for “Remote 
Interactive,” which gives away the secret that —_ 

once in the dock, the iPod becomes remotely controllable with the Onkyos 
remote handset. Connect the RCA and RI cables and the control available 
over the iPod is reasonably comprehensive, with volume and track 
selection, as well as playlist support and timer-based functions such as the 
sleep timer. Moreover, theres also an S-Video output for getting iPod photo 
content onto a connected display, All in all, not bad for the price. 


Sony Vaio type H desktops, 99,800 
yen — 249,800 yen (£525 - £1,315)/ 
NEC Valuestar W VW900/CD LCD TV 
+ PC, 270,000yen (£1,420) 

This month sees two interesting new 
desktop PCs from the heavy hitters 
Sony and NEC. Sonys new type 

H Vaio desktops come in seven 
flavours and sport the usual assortment of E 

apart from the addition of a contactless IC card reader/writer. This is 
especially handy in Japan, where most commuters use the technology (in 
the form of Suica cards) for paying train fares and for purchases in shops. 
They also acts as a key to unlock these 
new Vaios. 

NECS Valuestar W VW900/CD is 
notable for its combination of a 
reasonable PC (2.8GHz P4, 300Gb HDD 
etc) and a 26in widescreen HDTV in an 
all-in-one combo. Its also a little odd in 
that the PC is sure to become obsolete 
long before that rather attractive display. 





NTT DoCoMo phone manners classes 

Finally, something a little different. In Japan, its been a long- 
standing convention to not use phones in public places, 
especially trains, for fear of disturbing the fine social balance. 
Sadly, the modern youth are messing with convention and 
yakking away on the morning commute, much to the 
annoyance of the oldsters. So, Big D has decided to get ‘em a 
while they te young and has instigated a series of lectures in e 
schools to remind the future pillars of society to shut up. If 

only the average passenger on the Clapham 

Omnibus could get the same message. 


\~ 


=> Online advertising pioneer Google has 
gone ad-crazy. [he creator of the useful, 
unobtrusive AdWords system for advertising, 
has apparently decided to begin implementing 
graphical and animated banners across the 
board. Never mind the failure of much of the 
online advertising market, or the annoyance to 
users running AdBlock and similar programs. 
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=> Open-source wunderkind Firefox now 
controls 10% of the browser market, with 
over 50 million downloads. Alternatively, 
Opera 8 is now up to 2 million, a respectable 
number, if one that puts it into firm last 
place on the desktop. Apple's Safari is, 
however, the first to beat the Acid2 browser 
test (http://webstandards.org/act/acid2/). 





Bitkeeper Wars 


What happens when corporate morals hit the open source 


philosophy of Linux? 


ll things eventually end, even 

idealism. As an operating system, 
Linux would seem to be a simple sell 
— freedom for software, free as in 
speech, and presumably, free from 
hypocracy. It's hard to understand how 
this goes hand-in-hand with recent 
tangles over a piece of software called 
Bitkeeper: closed-source, commercial 
source control management system 
used to keep the kernel up to date. 
There have been two versions — one 
free, one commercial. Trouble arose 
when the free version was phased 
out, and Samba programmer Andrew 
Tridgell decided to put his experience 
to work creating a free client. 

So far, no problem. After all, if 
Samba can use reverse engineering to 
hook up with Microsoft software, 
source-control should be no problem. 
Unfortunately, Bitkeeper CEO (Larry 
McVoy) saw things differently, as did 
his good friend Linus Torvalds, 
collectively launching an open-source 
witch-hunt against Iridgell for doing 


his job. It's an 
Unusual situation, 
and one where 
the players are 
firmly acting for 
personal reasons 
more than the 
good of Linux 
itself. Bitkeepers 
argument was 
hinging on the 
licenses restriction that it not be used 
to help create a competitor to itself, 
despite Iridgell not merely working 
from scratch, but working with the 
built-in data on Bitkeeper servers. 

lts not enough to be pro-software 
when its Microsoft as Evil Empire, 
rather than average software 
companies. Free isnt a simple 
philosophy; its about putting you the 
user in charge of your system. To 
backtrack after years of fighting, the 
good fight only serves to do more 
damage to the crusade than any 
smear Microsoft could dream up. 





me | 
Andrew Tridgell, 
burned at the stake. 





MOBILE ACCESSORIES 


Windows Mobile 5.0 


This is where you're going 


Mes" has finally unveiled the 
new Windows Mobile 50 
platform. Customisability is the main 
issue, although its more for hardware 
manufacturers looking to put their 
name into centre stage, rather than 
for you to control how your PDA or 
smartphone manages yout life. 

The basic style is much as before, 
with extra emphasis on touches like 
photos for contacts and application 
compatibility. You can now view 
PowerPoint live, as well as access 
documents in Pocket Word and 
Pocket Excel; read Hotmail accounts 
as easily as standard POP3 mail, plus 
access websites in single-column 
mode to prevent constant scrolling or 
squinting at Fit-lo-Width mode. 

On a hardware level, the most 
notable new feature is integrated 





; | Excel Mobile 
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Cut 
Copy 


Undo Column Width — 


Cells... 
Chart... 
Symbol... 
Function... 
Define Name.. 


It looks very familiar, but there are 
plenty of useful new features included. 


Flash memory, side-stepping the 
age-old problem of units resetting 
after a couple of days away from 
their cradle. Additional support is also 
planned for hard drives and USB 2.0 
devices, specifically with a mind to 
hook up with photo, music and video 
libraries (almost certainly wrapped in 
either Microsoft or other companies’ 
DRM systems). Units using the new 
system are due for release very soon. 


=> Can the makers of free software be sued 
for price-fixing? Apparently so. Just ask the FSF 
currently facing a price-fixing lawsuit from one 
Daniel Wallace, looking to outlaw the idea of 
programmers releasing their own work under 
their own choice of terms. Were not convinced: 
a fundamental point of the GPL is being able to 
sell software for whatever price you want. 

















indows users receiving email from a 
Mac may have noticed a mysterious 
‘shadow’ associated with each 
attachment. It’s an apparently 
empty file with the same name as 
the attachment it is shadowing, but it’s preceded by a dot 
and an underscore. It’s there because the Mac’s file 
system, HFS+ (Heirarchical File System Plus) is richer 
(‘more complicated’ would be another way of putting it) 
than any of the file systems currently underpinning 
Windows. The shadow file contains spillover Mac 
information the simpler Windows file system can’t 

seem to handle. 

From is origins back in the early 80s, the Mac opted 
for a file system capable of holding extra ‘metadata’ about 
each file. Metadata (data about data) includes the 
filename itself and attributes like creation date and last 
modification date, which ordinary file systems also track. 
But the Mac file system tracks other metadata as well. 
Most famously, each file is stored with a ‘Creator’ tag so 
that the operating system knows which application to 
recall whenever the data file is brought into play. 
Windows systems have traditionally relied on assigning 
the application type to the filename in the form of the file 
name extension, the three characters after the dot. Crude 
but effective. 

Relying on your own quirky rich file system was fine 
in the early days of the Mac, when computers were 
standalone, or only likely to be networked to machines 
running the same operating system. But when Macs 
switched to UNIX at the beginning of this century they 
embraced a generic networked operating system with a 
broad reach. Interoperability became the name of the 
game, and Apple began to back off from the rich 
metadata concept. Mac fanatics tore their hair when 
directives went out indicating that tags like Creator were 
to be phased out in favour of reliance on filename 
extensions. Apple, they said, was conceding to the 
mediocre world of Windows. 

Ironically, it was around this time that Microsoft 
began talking about WinFS, the file system that would 
underpin the upcoming Longhorn. WinFS borrows a very 
old computing idea that can be traced back to 70s 
operating environments like MUMPS and the ingenious 
Pick operating system developed by Dick Pick, of beloved 
memory. Instead of building a database on top of the file 
system, those put the file system inside the database. 
Every file is a database entry, and the metadata 
associated with each file is stored as attributes of that 
same entry. IBM’s OS/400 business operating system 
exemplifies this approach today. 

Arguably, Apple’s HFS+ file system is already a step 
towards this goal. Tiger, the latest version of Mac OS X 
launched recently, takes particular advantage of HFS+ by 





=} With VoIP technology breaking into portable 
units, the FCC has ordered that all systems be 
able to contact the emergency services. In 
many cases this is already possible, but others 
simply lock out all access to the essential 
helpline for technical reasons. The result of this 
campaign in the US will certainly have a major 
effect for expanding VoIP systems in the UK. 


Spotlight on Spotlight 


Apple's launch of Tiger opens up some fascinating, and very difficult, questions about the 
direction file system design should take in the future 


=> Three years. One file. Yes, it’s the latest 
over-reactionary legislation from anti-P2P 
forces in the US, clawing at anyone who 
might use the likes of BitTorrent to download 
a film before it hits cinema. Most interesting 
is the name, making it clear how little 
interest government has in open debate: 
Family Entertainment and Copyright Act. 








fielding a system-wide search facility called Spotlight that 
indexes every file and its metadata for almost instant 
retrieval. Users being able to lay their hands on any file 
within seconds has long been touted this as the Holy 
Grail of modern computing. It’s now central to Longhorn, 
for example. 

Well, it was, until Microsoft OS honcho Jim Allchin 
checked up on the state of Longhorn development a 
couple of months ago. He discovered that the already 
well-delayed deadline was still on the slide, and some of 
the trickier stuff needed trimming if the operating system 
was to appear on users’ desks some time this decade. So 
now, we hear, Longhorn isn’t waiting for WinFS. 

Understandably, the Apple crowd is crowing that once 
again Chairman Jobs has trumped that upstart Gates and 
fulfilled his motto from the early Mac days that ‘real 
artists ship’. It’s true-ish. Certainly Tiger has shipped, and 
is a solid and sexy desktop operating system that leaves 
Windows XP still playing catch-up on the human 
interface front. And Spotlight does deliver an impressive 
new level of file-finding. But the need to maintain a 
somewhat klugeful external index as well as a complex 
file system still leaves Mac OS X with a long way to go. 

Here’s the dilemma. A system search engine built on 
a true database filesystem, like Pick or MUMPS, would 


“USERS BEING ABLE TO LAY 
HANDS ON ANY FILE WITHIN 
SECONDS ... THE HOLY GRAIL OF 
MODERN COMPUTING” 


Chris Bidmead 


chris.bidmead @futurenet.co.uk 


Chris Bidmead has been 
using and writing about 
computers for more years 
than he cares to remember 


be clean and fast on local drives and just wouldn’t work 
(you wouldn’t expect it to work) on networked drives 
using a foreign file system. On the other hand, a clunkier 
search system that relies on external indexing at least 
could be network wide if you wanted it to be. Actually, 
Tiger can do this - if you descend to the command line, 
Mac OS X’s mdutil utility can be persuaded to create 
Spotlight indexes on foreign network mounted drives. But 
Spotlight’s heavy reliance on HFS+ means it 
unfortunately performs rather poorly outside the home 
environment, and Apple has chosen to switch it off by 
default outside the local file system. 

To install a fast and efficient search engine truly in 
the centre of things takes a dedicated, database-like file 
system. On the other hand, a modern operating system 
aspires to be file system neutral - Linux is a great 
example of this. I don’t know how Apple (and Microsoft, 
when the time rolls around) should resolve this 
approaching dilemma. The real problem is, apparently 
neither does Apple. 


=> Abit has developed its first passive cooling 
system for high-end systems. According to 
Abit, the Q-OTES (Quiet - Outside Thermal 
Exhaust System) is ‘an efficient heat transfer 
device, resulting in lower operating 
temperatures.’ Its main claim to fame, though, 
is that it runs extremely quietly, and thus could 
bring high-end computing into the living room. 
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SHOW REPORT 


Security for all 


The world's leading security 
vendors, all under one roof 


brings Europe’s largest computer 

security event to London’s Olympia for 
Infosecurity Europe. Over three days, you 
get a chance to talk to the world’s best and 
most innovative computer security 
companies. This exhibition caters for users 
from large corporations with access and 
rights management issues, right down to 
individuals who just want to have 
something more effective than a desktop 
firewall or a password. This year, it was 
packed with visitors. 

Protecting your data is at the centre of 
computer security and there are many 
products that equip you to do this at one 
level or another. For data on the move, 
products like PGP will encrypt your file 
attachments and emails so that you know 
that the only person who can read them is 
your intended recipient; and they know that 
you are the only person who could have sent 
it. DESlock+ provides a USB token-based 
version, which is fairly easy to use and is 
compatible with versions of Windows right 
back to Windows 98SE, although there is no 
Linux or Mac version yet. Utimaco will 


IÈ last Tuesday of April each year 


“PEOPLE ARE BEGINNING TO 
REALISE THAT THE INTERNET ISN'T 
SUCH A FRIENDLY PLACE AFTER ALL” 
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encrypt files for you and can 
create an automatically 
encrypted virtual disk drive - 
all of which can be enhanced 
with various tokens for 
authentication purposes. 

For data that stays on some 














sort of physical medium, disk 

encryption is the order of the 

day, especially when it comes 

to laptops, with their innate 

ability to disappear in the back 

of a taxi. Stonewood’s 

FlagStone is a hard drive that 

encrypts everything as it goes 

on the disk. It is faster than 

software encryption, is OS 

independent (you can use 

Linux, *BSD, dual-boot or 

anything that you would do 

with an unencrypted disk), and 

is a direct hardware 

replacement for your laptop 

drive. If the disk is stolen, the 

whole thing is encrypted, thus 

making it expensive to break into. 
On the authentication side, there wasn't a 

great deal of change since last 

year's exhibition, with 

smartcard and biometric 

devices having settled down 

largely. Control Break 

International's SafeBoot was 
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External wireless access points need to be environment-proof. 





TAP Systems’ portable computer forensics laboratory allows you to 
capture evidence from any medium. 


offering a system to beat keylogging with its 
Passface ‘cognometric authentication 
technology’. You click the mouse on a series 
of faces to log in. However, as an end user, 
the best solutions don't have to plug into 
something, and if you have ever had 
problems trying to think up a reasonably 
secure password and then remember it, 
CryptMe’s PaTHword is a solution for you. 
Infosec had content protection in 
abundance with antivirus and antispam 
products from all of the big names — the 
latter often taking on hardware form, 
normally associated with firewall products. 
So, at long last, it appears that people are 
beginning to realise that the Internet is not 
such a friendly place after all. With 
SecureTest’s live demonstration of how to 
hack into an online betting shop in order to 
increase the odds in a race by using a 
computer and a mobile phone, they might 
think about tightening things up: last year, 
they hacked into an IIS server very quickly. 
Physical security is also of particular 
importance. Explicit physical security products 
such as Lapsafe Lockdown System from 
Lapsafe (which holds onto your LCD display 
and locks it to the table) are usually 
augmented with product tracing services, 
but you can make your PCs secure by 
having them all together using PC Blade 
computers from ClearCube. This is like a 
blade server but each blade is a whole PC. 
See you there next year. 
— Paul Grosse 





’m not sure who to blame. It’s either the trolls or the 

suits — possibly both, in roughly equal measure. At 

some point in our history, it seems that someone 

made a calculated attempt to kill the whole 

computer industry’s sense of fun, and if you ask 
me, that’s a laughing shame. 

It's also one of the reasons I like Opera. It all began 
on April 21st, when jokers at the web-browser company 
issued an internal statement from its CEO, Jon S von 
Tetzchner, promising to swim the Atlantic (with just one 
stop over at his mum’s house for a cup of hot chocolate) 
if it managed to get a million downloads of the new 
Opera 8. Needless to say, the counter clicked on cue, 
leaving approximately 1,000,050 people around the 
planet wondering if they’d just played a small part in 
a murder - after all, most trained swimmers couldn't 
handle the Atlantic, never mind an internet boom CEO. 
Obviously, it was a joke. 
Everyone knew that, and if 
nothing else, were talking 
about the company that 
once fought Microsoft 
by releasing a browser 
that turned MSN into the 
burblings of The Muppets’ 
Swedish Chef. 

The strangest part wasn’t 
the joke, but the reaction. 
For every person who 
laughed, there seemed to be 
another poring over a map 
and tutting at the distances 
and temperatures. The mere 
idea that it could just be 
a bit of fun seemed totally 
alien. With the exception 
of the odd April Fool’s joke, 
the industry is depressingly 
straight-laced, and really 
doesn’t have to be. 

Indeed, much of the time, it isn’t. It just likes to 
pretend otherwise. A couple of years ago, before Matrix 
fever was obliterated by those two atrocious sequels, Bill 
Gates and Steve Ballmer donned leather trenchcoats to 
make their own parody for COMDEX. Love or hate the 
politics, you’ve got to laugh at the idea of ‘Steve-O’ being 
handed a tough-to-swallow Linux-based blue pill the 





Jon von Tetzchner prepares 
to ‘swim the Atlantic’, 
armed with nothing but a 
wetsuit and a smile. 


PARALLEL COMPUTERVERSE* 


Smile, darn ya, smile 


Whatever happened to the computing industry's sense of humour? 
Richard wonders if he who laughs last, laughs least 


size of his hand; and the reason you have to laugh at 
the idea is because every site that tried hosting a copy 
mysteriously took down the files in short order. A few 
years ago, the same thing happened to the Sun VBots - 
Transformers-style crusaders for truth, justice, and Blade 
server technology, who got several issues of their own 
comic book, before the whole site suddenly disappeared. 


“THE MERE IDEA THAT IT 
COULD JUST BE A BIT OF FUN 
SEEMED TOTALLY ALIEN” 


The problem is that these are the things that really 
stick in your head, not the normal Renaissance Fair 
cobblers in adverts (“Forsooth, Sirrah, CobblerSoft is 
a world leader in the art of herpetic programming"). 
Any chance to see a human face on the fundamentally 
inhuman world of computing comes as blessed relief. 
After all, if you want a mission statement, think of the 
one Netscape made in 1997, when a prank at an Internet 
Explorer launch led to the sun rising over its Mozilla 
mascot stomping all over Microsoft's slick blue ‘e’. 

Of course, you don’t have to use humour to get a 
point across. While everyone loves to throw barbs at 
Microsoft, its corporate style is surprisingly open when 
it comes to blogging - both on Channel 9 (http:// 
channel9.msdn.com) and wider afield, such as 
Robert Scoble’s site (http://scoble.weblogs.com). 
Like it or not, there aren’t that many companies where 
an employee could actively and publicly criticise the 
CEO without winding up on the dole. This new style 
of corporate communication is only going to get more 
widespread in future, if not from official sources, then 
at least from the unofficial opinions of blogs and 
personalities going to town on the uncontrolled web. It 
makes it more interesting for all of us. 

And as for Opera’s valiant transatlantic event? 
Sadly, it ended in mock tragedy, a whole day after 
von Tetzchner and his PR manager ‘set sail’ from Oslo 
harbour, when their rescue boat was photographed 
springing a leak ‘a few miles’ from its starting position. 
“My mother will be so disappointed when I call and tell 
her that I won't be stopping by for hot chocolate after all,” 
complained von Tetzchner. But, I'll wager, with the kind 
of grin we'd like to see more of. 





Richard Cobbett 


richard.cobbett@futurenet.co.uk 


Richard has so many comment 
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richardcobbett.co.uk that 
sometimes he can’t post to it 


*It's as real as counterfeit Monopoly money 


Microsoft to merge with Microsoft, claims Bill 


“Frankly, we just ran out of companies to 
buy,’ admitted the Chief Architect at a dinner 
to celebrate the acquisition of Macromedia 


and Adobe. “It's not a big conspiracy. We were 
just bored, and had to do something beyond 
taking all the new features out of Longhorn.” 
The Monopolies Commission is 
investigating the proposed merger between 
Microsoft and newly spun-off company Not 


Microsoft Inc on the grounds that it would 
give the company unprecedented leverage in 
the Not Being Microsoft space. 

“It’s terrible,” complains John Q Penguin of 
competing operating system Bugfix. “All this 
time we've been selling on the basis of Not 
Being Microsoft, only for it to snap up this 
blatantly unfair advantage. What are we 
meant to do now? Compete on quality?” 


Apple could not be approached for 
comment, thanks to the throngs of shiny 
happy people in search of the next iPod, but 
sources close to Steve Jobs suggest little 
worry. “Steve's working on a way of 
packaging Not Being Microsoft into a whole 
new form — small, streamlined and smooth,” 
advised one worshipper. “Which is good, 
because it’s an MP3-playing suppository.” 
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Multi-electrode arrays (MEAs) 
provide researchers with a 
platform on which to carry out 
research into the brain. 
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The processing of data is not solely 
the domain of Intel and AMD 


ilicon and binary logic have taken us a very 

long way. They form, as they say, the 
paradigm of a computer. But the paradigm has 
some drawbacks — the time it takes to tackle 
non-linear problems such as database searching 
and image processing, for example, and power 
consumption. There are other, much more flexible 
computers around. 

The one in your head is a great example, but 
we couldn't begin to design a device based on a 
similar architecture, in which simple structures — in 
this case neurons — combine to create complex 
behaviours. While God knows how the brain 
handles data, it probably isn't limited to binary. 

At the University of the West of England (UWE) 
in Bristol, Dr Larry Bull, a computer scientist, doesn’t 
really care what base it uses. Bull is investigating 
the computational behaviour of collections of rat 
neurons, trying to probe the system to work out 
how to control it and get it doing useful things. 
What exactly is going on in the neural network 
from a logical point of view, is of limited concern. 

“One day you might be able to express the 
[behaviour of a cell culture] as a logical function, 
but who knows what it is,” he says. “How you get 
the thing to behave in exactly the way you would 
like it to is the big question.” 

A collection of rat neurons in a dish is another 
example of a system of very large numbers of 
simple agents which display complex behaviours 
as a result of their interplay. Ant colonies are 
another much-referenced example. These systems, 
and their problem-solving ability, have been 
recognised as important for years, but getting a 


handle on what is needed to control them in order 
to make use of the computational capabilities is 
another matter entirely. 

“From a computational engineering perspective, 
how might we manipulate collections of cells?” 
asks Bull. “We wouldn't know how to design an 
artificial system, but what we might be able to do 
is just get this bucket of stuff to go and do it 
anyway, and we'll work out how it did it over the 
next 20 years. It’s sort of like a retreat to 
materialism for artificial intelligence, to see if we 
can learn something we might have forgotten.” 


In the laboratory 

When scientists want to experiment on neural 
networks, they typically chop the head off a rat, 
extract some cortex, treat it to dissociate the 
neurons, then keep it warm in a dish while 
Stimulating it via some electrodes and watch it 
grow connections. That method results in a flat 
layer of tissue. 

Alternatively, they might keep the rat alive 
instead and insert probes in its head, or carefully 
cut out an identified part of the brain — the 
cerebellum, for example — and put that entire intact 
Structure in a dish. 

However, Bull and his colleagues have 
developed an alternative approach. They use 
dissociated cells, but somehow give them the 
ability to show their self-organising properties 
Structurally as well as behaviourally. 

Although they haven't done any computing yet, 
when asked if he has any idea what the 
possibilities of using such a system might be, Bull 






If neurons can be 
manipulated, we could 
make use of their 
computational abilities. 


seems quietly confident: “Yes, but if | tell you the 
others will kill me.” 

Neural network research is only half of the story 
at UWE, however. Under a funding programme 
called Novel Computation being run by the UK’s 
Engineering and Physical Sciences Research 
Council, Bull's colleagues are also trying to use a 
chemical reaction called the Belousov-Zhabotinsky, 
or BZ, reaction to do computing. The researchers 
have discovered similarities between the two 
systems, and they are using “similar techniques” to 
Steer them. 

“You can view these networks as a system with 
inherent dynamics,” continues Bull. “So you can 
shape that dynamic space and push them from 


“IT'S SORT OF LIKE A RETREAT 
TO MATERIALISM FOR 
ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE” 


one basin of attraction to another one... Getting 
them to do a logic function is maybe the simplest 
problem we might set, but they might be 
completely crap at that, and much better at image 
processing, or controlling robots.” 

Bull's emphasis on the neuronal system itself, 
rather than the rules that describe the computation 
it performs, contrasts with the preoccupations of 
another UK researcher in novel computation. Susan 
Stepney, Professor of Computer Science at the 
University of York, says the behaviour that emerges 
from a large collection of agents is independent of 
the nature of the agents. So, for instance, a swarm 
of robots might show a useful behaviour regardless 
of whether each individual robot was programmed 
in silicon, or if it were using chemical reactions, or 
rat neurons. 

“| do think that ‘embodiment’ is an important 
issue — the ability of the device, or whatever, to 
interact with the rich physical environment — rather 
than be separated from it by a digital virtual layer,” 
says Stepney. “But again, this is independent of 





substrate: it’s possible to have silicon analogue 
devices, and lots of people try to build classical 
digital-style universal computation with their weird 
substrates — if only to convince the sceptics.” 


Natural solutions 
In April, the University of York hosted an 
international workshop on non-classical 
computation that attracted delegates from all over 
the world to present papers as diverse as ‘Bacterial 
Self-Assembly and Computation’, and ‘Challenges 
for Artificial Immune Systems’. Titles like those hint 
at the early stage this kind of research is at, but 
they also provide a tantalising insight to the 
ambition behind the work. 

Stepney herself is involved in a two-year 
feasibility study investigating the theory 
underpinning systems of ‘nanites’ — nanoscale 
agents that create a macroscopic affect. The model 
being used to determine the appropriate languages 
for describing these systems is that of platelets for 
blood clotting. 

Natural systems are solving problems - 
computing — everywhere, and the ways in which 
they do it are wildly diverse. Many natural systems 
have evolved to be particularly robust, perhaps 
because they have had 
to cope with frequent i S 
damage to parts of | a 
themselves and 
subsequent 
regeneration, and many 
use apparent massive 
parallelism to process 
data very rapidly, at 
very low power. 

Getting to grips with 
their complexity isn't 
Straightforward to 
understand, but it’s 
probably worth trying. 
www.cs.york.ac.uk/ 
nature/workshop/ 
papers.htm 


The German firm Multi Channel Systems 
is using this MEA to stimulate neuronal 
growth in brain tissue. 
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You should have some 


C++ programming work 


under your belt 


A C++ development 


system for both Windows 
and the target platform. 


(See text for details) 
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All project files needed to 
complete this Masterclass 
are on the Superdisc 


E http://forum.pcplus.co.uk 


If you prefer a zero-effort 
approach to cross-platform 
portability then check out 
Wine at www.winehgq.com. 
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This month, Dave Jewell looks at some of the key benefits of 
cross-platform programming, and the available C++ class libraries 


s mentioned in this month's ‘Developing Trends’ 
O werfe at an interesting crossroads as far as PC 

software development goes, with radically 
different processor architectures on the horizon and 
mainstream 64-bit development just around the corner. 
At the same time, Apple's Macintosh platform has 
recently gained something of a popularity boost thanks 
to the release of Tiger (OS X 10.4) and the Mac Mini. If 
you want a quick synopsis, Tiger delivers much of the 
Longhorn promise here, now, and it works. ‘Nuff said... 





The bottom line is that things have never looked so tempting 
for developers keen to get into cross-platform development. 
If you don't like the idea of being tied down to the Windows 
platform, then dont be! Not only is there Mac OS X, but also 
Linux, and the prospect of developing software for hand- 
held devices such as smart phones, Palms, and so on. 


El Choosing a development language When thinking 
about cross-platform programming, your choice of 
development language becomes a critical issue. If you're 
thinking of porting twenty thousand lines of Object Pascal 
code (Delphi) across to the Mac, for example, you could have 
problems unless you go with something like the Free Pascal 
compiler. Similar considerations apply to C*# where you'll need 
the Mono project to help you out (www.mono-project.com) 
in a similar situation. The good news is that if you've never 
dipped a toe into the waters of Delphi or C#, but have stuck 
with plain old-fashioned Win32 C++ development, then you 
might actually be better off where cross-platform portability 
is concerned. 

One of the reasons for this is because of the all- 
pervasive nature of C++. Years ago, when C++ was making its 
first tentative steps out of Bell Labs, C++ compilers were very 
often written as a ‘front-end’ to an existing C compiler. In 
other words, the 
(++ front-end 
took the C++ 
source code and 
converted it into 
equivalent 
source which 
could be 
compiled by a 
plain-vanilla C 
compiler. It made 
sense to do 
things this way 
because virtually 
every significant 
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platform already 

had a C compiler, 
and it eliminated 
the need to write 


a code generator and optimiser. The C++ front-end only had 
to worry about things at the source code level. 

Nowadays, similar arguments apply to C++ itself. Whether 
youre talking about Windows, the Mac, Linux, or whatever, 
theres almost always a multitude of C++ compilers available, 
and some of them are often free. From this perspective C++ 
makes the ideal portable development language. In fact, you 
should think of it as the common language of the cross- 
platform world. 


EA Why go cross-platform? There are more reasons for 
going cross-platform than simply boredom with Windows! 
Some of these considerations are unashamedly financial. It's 
often been said that its better to be a small fish in a small 
sea than a big fish in a large sea. In fact, if the sea is small 
enough, you might actually find that you've been promoted 
to a medium-sized fish, relatively speaking! 

To put this in concrete terms, take the issue of shareware. 
You might be a small one-man programming outfit creating 
shareware utilities for Windows. After some years of hard 
graft, you've realised that the Windows software marketplace 
is over-Saturated and that its very difficult to make your 
product stand out from the crowd. You don't have the time or 
the energy to go back to square one, but porting your 
existing code to (for example) the Mac is tempting, not least 
because theres no similar utility currently available for that 
platform. You've also noticed that Mac users tend to be an 
enthusiastic bunch, and that once some new application hits 
the scene, word gets around very quickly. OK, youre probably 
not going to end up with Bill Gates’ bank balance, but | hope 
you get my drift ... 

So lets assume that you've got lots of existing C++ code, 
written specifically for the barefoot Win32 API. Even as it 
Stands, you might have some success in getting your 
application to work with WINE (www.winehg.com). Wine is 
an open source, portable class library (written in C++, natch) 
which implements many of the most common Win32 API 
routines, mapping these calls down on to the equivalent 
native calls. Wine actually loads a standard Windows 
executable and provides a Win32 compatible execution 
environment for it. From the program's perspective, it's Just 
running under Windows as normal. 

The downside of this approach is that, a) your application 
might make unusual Win32 calls that aren't implemented in 
WINE, and b) because of the way in which WINE directly runs 
the Windows executable, it should be clear that WINE only 
runs on x86 platforms. There is no emulation of the 
processor instruction set in the way that youd get with 
something like VirtualPC for the Mac, an x86 emulator which 
lets you run Windows XP on the PowerPC. 

Nevertheless, WINE implements a surprisingly large 
subset of the Win32 API and is getting better all the time. 

The accompanying screenshot on the left shows Internet 
Explorer and PowerPoint running on a Linux host. (You might 
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Dave Jewell 
djewell@pcpmag.co.uk 


So what is C#? 


Microsoft's latest, most innovative programming 
language to date. Not simply a rehash of C++, it 
provides unprecedented control over Microsoft 
Windows and your own modern programs. 


Dave is a freelance journalist, 
consultant and programmer who's 
written several programming books 
and thousands of technical articles. 
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Because the Linux desktop, KDE, is implemented using Qt, it’s 
relatively easy to port various parts of KDE to other platforms. 


wonder why anyone would seriously want to run Internet 
Explorer under a Linux platform, but lets not get drawn into 
that argument). 


Ei C++ portability toolkits: what's available? if WINE 
isn't your particular tipple, take a look at some of the other 
C++ portability toolkits that are available — there should be 
one there to suit your needs. One of the most admired is Ot, 
a C++ class library developed by the Norwegian company 
Trolltech, found at www.trolltech.com. Qt is a very full- 
featured library and allows applications to run natively on 
Windows, Mac OS X and X11 (including assorted flavours of 
Linux and UNIX). Qt has become so popular that its been 
used by Adobe to port parts of their Photoshop Album to 
other platforms, and was used by Skype to port their 
telephony software to other platforms. 

If you know much about Linux at all, you'll know that the 
KDE Linux desktop (which is loosely equivalent to Windows 
Explorer, but is also responsible for the visual look and feel of 
the system) has actually been written in C++ using Qt as the 
underlying foundation. 


A look at Mac OS X 


Under the skirt of the world's prettiest platform ... 
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wxDesigner is a cross-platform tool for laying out a wxWidgets 
form. The student edition of this tool will cost you around £19. 


This raises the interesting possibility of porting KDE to OS 
X. It turns out that this has already been done, at least to 
some extent: see http://dot.kde.org/1073009304/. 

Of course, theres no such thing as a free lunch: the Qt 
class library isn't cheap. The exact price depends on what 
package you go for and the number of platforms you want 
to support, but a typical configuration might be €3,430 for a 
duo-platform Enterprise licence; that’s around £2,300 in real 
money. Arguably, Qt represents a very cost-effective approach 
to cross-platform development and you only have to browse 
the list of impressive screenshots at the Trolltech website to 
see what can be achieved. However, its still a lot of dosh for 
a small developer to stump up. 

Another approach is wxWidgets, a respected open source 
library that you'll find at www.wxwidgets.org. Borland 
watchers will know that the Scott's Valley company had a 
brief fling with wxWidgets which ended acrimoniously. This 
didn't come as any great surprise to the folks at Trolltech who 
had been previously spurned by the same capricious lover. 

wxWidgets has actually been around for 12 years 
according to the website. It was originally called wxWindows, 


Mac OS X might have a user interface to 
die for, but what's actually going on 
under the hood? The biggest surprise is 
that OS X is actually BSD UNIX in a very 
posh frock. Apple make great play on 
the fact that OS X is built on a very solid 
foundation. This is certainly true, but 
lest you think I'm turning into too much 
of a Mac toady, I'll immediately correct 
that impression by revealing that I’ve 
had just as many Mac hang-ups as | get 
with XP just as you would expect with a 
developer's machine. The only 
difference is that the Mac crashes are 
prettier, that's all. 

There are many aspects of OS X 
which seem almost magical to a 


Windows developer. For example, as | 
mentioned in last month's Developing 
Trends, you can install an application 
under OS X simply by dragging its icon 
on to your hard disk. This works 
because what looks like a single file is 
actually a ‘bundle’. Take a look at the 
application icon from the perspective of 
the UNIX command line and you'll see 
that it's actually a directory with the 
special extension ‘.app’: eg, the program 
‘Wombat’ is actually a directory called 
‘Wombat.app’. The Finder fools the 
end-user into thinking that there's just 
one item there, whereas the directory 
actually contains all sorts of resources 
and configuration files that are needed 


for the program to 
run properly. 

Because it's 
based around UNIX, 
many command line 
utilities familiar to 
UNIX anoraks are 
just a couple of 
keystrokes away. In 
fact, you can even 
buy a book called Mac OS X Panther for 
Unix Geeks, and yes, | have a copy! 
Panther is the name of the most recent 
version of the operating system which 
will be superseded (by the time you 
read these lines) by Tiger, Apple's early 
answer to Longhorn. E 





It shouldn't need stating, but if 
your only interest is in 
command-line utilities then 
you aren't going to need any of 
those fancy GUI toolkits. You 
can probably get along with 
the GCC compiler (comes as 
standard on Mac OS X) 
together with something like 
Cygwin for Windows. (You can 
discover more about Cygwin 
here; www.cygwin.com.) 
Armed with this stuff, and 
having avoided spending a 
single penny, you'll be able to 
churn out cross-platform 
command line tools to your 
heart's content. However, as 
with GUI development, the 
onus is on you to write the 
code in a portable fashion. 





One new feature in Tiger is 
Dashboard: just press a key and 
you can check the weather and 
track your favourite stocks. 
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C++ 


Attack of the Ancient Dev Tool 


System Restore points and why you need them 


If you check out the wxWidgets 
documentation, you'll see that 
Microsoft's Visual C++ is specifically 
recommended for compilation under 
Windows. Following this advice, l 
trustingly installed an ancient version of 
Visual Studio 6.0 on to my primary 
development system. This turned out to 


After all, VS6.0 hasn't been state of the 
art since 1998 — seven years ago — 
which is pretty prehistoric in computing 
terms. In the event, I was able to restore 
sanity by ‘rewinding’ to the previous 
system restore point. | have a sneaky 
suspicion that this is one set of CDs that 
are long overdue for the circular filing 


did VS6.0 refuse to install properly, but 
it also torpedoed VS.NET 2003 Express 
Editions of VS.NET 2005 along the way. 
Suddenly, my poor computer was very 
sick indeed ... 

I'm not sure why this happened, 
although I suspect that VS6.0 got 
confused by being installed on to a 





Be careful where you install 
Visual Studio 6.0: when it 
meets its successors, it 
tends to get very angry. 


be a very bad move, because not only 


Of course, there are other 
cross-platform C and C++ 
class libraries besides the two 
that I’ve focused on here. You 
can find a reasonably 
comprehensive list of some 
of the other offerings by 
following this link: www. 
hal9k.com/cug/links/ 
subject35.htm. The list 
includes the fragrantly-named 
POO library which apparently 
stands for Pollsters, Onlookers 
and Others. VCF (the Visual 
Component Framework) is 
certainly worth a look. I'd be 
seriously considering VCF if it 
weren't for the fact that 
progress on a port to the Mac 
has been very slow. For now, 
we'll stick with wxWidgets. 


This month is an overview of 
cross-platform dev tools. Next 
time, we look at real cross- 
platform programming. 
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With class libraries, you can 
create interfaces without 
getting bogged down in 
platform-specific calls. 
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The Qt commercial package includes a visual designer, 
QtDesigner, for laying out controls and setting up event handlers. 


but Microsoft didn't like that. (One wonders how long it'll be 
before we have to refer to those rectangular panes of glass 
in our homes by some other name — ‘widgets’, perhaps?) 
Anyway, like Qt, wxWidgets is a C++ class library with a very 
impressive pedigree. Unlike Ot, its completely free. 
wxWidgets runs on various flavours of Windows, going all 


system where it met its descendants. 


cabinet in the corner. M 








Sample Applications 


Geometry Management 


This application 
demonstrates the new 
Geometry Management 


feature that will be available 


in XVT 5.7 This aliows 
controls te arrange and 


resize themselves properly 
based on font and window 


size 


Download: 
Windows | Mac | Source 


XVT Poker 


XVT Pokeris a 


cross-platform application 
that demonstrates some of 





the capabilities of XVT 
Windows | Mac | Source 


Play Online: 
Poker wi DSP NET 


(Feouvements. 
Microsoft Wincows 
Javea Runtime) 


the way back to that primordial slime otherwise knows as 


Windows 3.1. It also runs on Linux, UNIX (via Motif) and, of 
course, Mac OS X. The website also states that an OS/2 port 
is in progress — I'm not entirely sure why! 

A wide range of different compilers are supported 
including (on the Windows side) assorted versions of Visual 
(++ going all the way back to version 1.5 which — if memory 
serves — was a 16-bit development system. 

You can also compile wxWidgets programs with Borland 
C++ Builder, Borland C++, OpenWatcom, CodeWarrior and 
others. Next month, we'll be using wxWidgets as the focus of 
our cross-platform development experimentation, and 
hopefully I'll have settled on a specific compiler by then! 

One other thing that should be mentioned is wxDesigner. 
This is a very tasty-looking graphical application for laying 
out wxWidgets forms in a RAD-like manner. You can find 


Full Size: Win | Mac 











Full Size: Win | Mac 


wxWidgets and Qt aren't the only game in town from a cross- 
platform perspective: check out the venerable XVT toolkit. 


wxDesigner at the authors home page, www.roebling.de. 
This is actually a commercial application and will cost you 


from €29 (around £20 in real money) for the student licence, 


up to €129 (£88) for a single user licence, rising in price 
depending on your situation. | think this is a very reasonable 
price and certainly makes life a lot easier when designing 
wxWidgets forms. More on all this next time. 

Theres actually another visual designer utility for 
wxWidgets called wxWorkshop. This is free software 
complete with source code (http://wxworkshop. 
sourceforge.net). However, wxWorkshop appears to be 
defunct, or at least on life support, because according to 
SourceForge nothing much has happened for the past three 
years. From where lm sitting, wxDesigner looks like the 
better bet for most peoples purposes. PCP 


Structuring your code for portability 


How to write your applications with cross-platform portability in mind 


The biggest, most important single 
factor in the creation of portable code 
can be summed up in one word: 
isolation. You need to isolate the 
platform-specific parts of your code so 
that you know exactly what source code 
needs to change when moving from one 
platform to another. 

Let's take a simple example; suppose 
you're writing an application that needs 
to save configuration information on a 
per-user basis. Under Windows, the 
correct way of doing this is to create and 
modify registry keys in the HKEY_ 
CURRENT_USER branch of the Windows 
registry. Naturally, this mechanism is 


absent under Mac OS X where you'd be 
much more likely to save configuration 
information into a disk file located 
within the user's home directory tree. 

If your existing C++ code is strewn 
with calls to the Windows registry, then 
clean it up NOW! What you're aiming for 
is to place all the registry-tweaking 
code in one place. More specifically, you 
should define a method within a class 
which retrieves, for example, all the 
per-used configuration information. Use 
includes files or conditional compilation 
directives to bring in different chunks of 
source code according to the target 
platform for which you're building the 


application; in this case, registry- 
tweaking code for Windows or 
configuration file 1/0 for OS X. 

The same arguments apply to any 
other platform-specific routines you 
might be using. Any time you write a 
line of code, ask yourself whether it 
contains anything specific to Windows, 
Linux or whatever. The advantage of 
using a cross-platform toolkit such as Qt 
or wxWidgets is that almost all the hard 
work has been done and you should 
only rarely need to use the Win32 API. 
Each time you do, isolate the routine so 
that you can find it again easily when 
porting to another platform. W 
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Delphi 2005 


ey http://forum.pcplus.co.uk 


One of the strengths of ASP.NET 
is that no code appears in the 
HTML, so it is easier to separate 
design from application logic. 
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Tim Anderson begins this series on ASPNET with an in-depth 
look at its benefits and the range of controls it can offer you 


SPNET is Microsoft's framework for web 
O applications. Delphi 2005 has excellent support 

for ASPNET, which offers both rapid development 
and rich features for dynamic, data-driven websites. In 
this article we explore the fundamentals of ASPNET, 
explaining the key features and pitfalls. Future 
workshops will show how to create database 
applications, as well as ways you can expose and 
consume XML web services with Delphi 2005. 





Not only is ASPNET an excellent framework for web 
applications, it supports web services, making it relatively 
easy to create Windows applications that call out to the 
Internet for part of their functionality. 

Although its easy to get started with ASPNET, its worth 
spending time examining how it works. lts almost too easy. 
Using drag-and-drop you can soon build rich data-aware 
pages, but it is better to kick off with something simple in 
order to understand how it all hangs together. In particular, 
ASPNET is an event-driven framework, so it is vital to figure 
out the key events and the order in which they occur. 

For a first web application, choose File | New and select 
ASPNET Web Application | Delphi for NET. Next, drag a label 
and a button from the tool palette to the web form. Now 
double-click the button to open the code editor at the Click 
event handler for the button. 

This is a great place to stop and look at what you have 
done. There are two documents open in the editor. IF you 
click the tab for WebForml.aspx, you can see an HTML file 
that contains no Delphi code. At the top is a Page directive. 


Confusingly, this has the attribute Page Language which is set 


to C#, but that's not important unless you want to embed 
code in the page itself, which is not normally recommended. 
What counts most is the Codebehind attribute, which says 
WebFormL.pas, and the Inherits attribute, which Is set to 
TWebForml. These attributes tie the HTML to the server-side 
code in WebForml1.pas. 

Now take a look at WebFormL.pas. This defines a Delphi 
class called TWebForml, which inherits from System.Web. 
Ul.Page. What's neat is that 
for every control in 
WebForml.aspx, there is 
a parallel object in 
TWebForml. Your code 
works with the Delphi 
objects, leaving ASPNET to 
handle the business of 
generating actual HTML 
code that will be inserted 
into WebForml.aspx at 
runtime. On the other hand, 
if you want to add static 
content to the page, you 
can simply edit WebForm1. 
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This Delphi calendar application exploits the Calendar control in 
ASP.NET to make date selection very easy. 


aspx, either in code or in the visual designer. Iry adding this 
as the first line in the <body> section: 


<hl>Weme to my Delphi app</h1> 


Next, try writing some code. In the Click event handler for 
Buttonl, write: 


self.Labell.Text := ‘ASP.NET with Delphi’; 


Nothing special about that; it is exactly what you would write 
in Windows Delphi. Run the application, and the web 
browser will open. Click the button, and the value of the 
label changes. It works. 

Next, close the browser to end the application and 
amend the application. Imagine this is a form the user has to 
complete, and that the button submits the form. Add a text 
box to the form, leaving the label in place. Now change the 
code for the button Click handler to this: 


Label1l.Text := ‘Invalid data. Please correct 


and re-submit’ ; 


Run the application, enter text in the text box, and click the 
button. The label changes to display the error message, but 
what Is interesting is that the text in the box persists when 
the page is refreshed, without having to write any code. 


El The ASPNET page life cycle ASPNET is an event- 
driven framework. One of the first things to learn is the 
sequence of events that takes place every time a page is 





So what is Delphi? 


Borland’s powerful, easy to use graphical 
programming language. An ideal alternative to 
the Microsoft suite, its recent move towards 
.NET makes it perfect for modern Windows use. 


requested. Otherwise, you will soon get frustrated and find 
that your web applications perform slowly or deliver 
unexpected results. 

Before continuing, bear in mind that an ASPNET page 
has two distinct states. One is the first time It is requested 
during a session. However, typically you will have code to 
respond to events such as button clicks. In this case, the 
web server receives a second request for the page, including 
form data selected or typed in by the user. This second 
and subsequent request is known as a postback. For high- 
performance web applications, avoid doing unnecessary 
processing for a postback request. You can easily tell whether 
or not the current request is a postback by checking the 
IsPostBack property of the page object. 


The sequence of events is as follows: 


1 Initialisation. ASPNET instantiates the page object and its 
member variables, then fires the Init event. At this stage, all 
the objects still have their default values. They will not have 
the latest values as entered by the user. The Init event 
handler is a good place to Initialise your own values, but 
keep in mind that any control values you set may be 
overwritten if this is a postback. 

2 LoadViewState ASPNET checks hidden form variables 
called VIEWSIATE. This contains the value of controls as they 
were when the page was last generated. Control values are 
then restored from the viewstate. Note that this is not the 
final value of these controls, as it does not yet take into 
account the users input. Viewstate can also be disabled for 
individual controls or for the whole page. You can override 
the LoadViewState method. If this is not a postback, there is 
no Viewstate to restore. 


Why bother with ASP.NET? 


The benefits that prove why ASPNET is so popular 


DELPHI 


3 LoadPostData. ASPNET reads the values of the web form 
and modifies control values accordingly. The control values 
are now up to date. 
4 Load. ASPNET fires the Page Load event. This is the place 
to do most of your processing, as the page Is fully initialised. 
However, it is vital to check IsPostBack, otherwise there are 
two dangers: First, you may perform initialisation here that 
overwrites the users input. The other is that you repeat 
initialisation. For example, perhaps you have a drop-down 
list object that contains a set of values retrieved from the 
database. If this is a postback, there is no need to re- 
populate the list, since this has been done in LoadViewState. 
There is also a security issue. What if a hacker modified 
the ViewState so that it contains invalid or dangerous values? 
ASPNET protects against this by validating the ViewState with 
a hash key. Bugs in early versions of ASPNET caused 
developers to disable this, but it should now be fine to use. 
5 Individual control events. After Page Load, each control 
fires its own events, such as TextChanged or Click. 
6 SaveViewState. [he new values are saved to the 
viewstate for the new page. 
7 Render. The HTML for the new page Is generated. 
8 Unload. This fires when the Page object, from which your 
web form class inherits, is about to be disposed. This is a 
good place for clean-up code. 


Delphi automatically generates event handlers for two of the 
events you are most likely to handle. These are Onlnit, which 
overrides the Init event, and Page_Load. 


A Redirecting the user Postback is great; but the 
chances are you will have more than one page in your ASP 
NET application. Of course, you can use hyperlinks in the 


New Items 


Item Categories: 
=] C# Projects 
Crystal Reports 
=|) Delphi for .NET Projects 


Not everyone likes Microsoft's .NET 
Framework, especially Delphi 
developers who see their snappy 
Windows apps become sluggish when 
ported to Delphi .NET or C#. However, 
most of the flak is directed at Windows 
desktop applications. The ASPNET 
framework for web applications is 
better liked, because it delivers clear 
benefits and does not suffer from the 
performance issues that afflict the .NET 
Windows GUI. 

So what are the benefits of ASPNET? 
The first is simplicity of coding. Script- 
driven web application technologies like 
the old ASP tend to intermingle HTML 
with server-side script, whereas ASPNET 
lets you separate page design from 
program code. In addition, ASPNET 


presents an event-driven programming 
model that looks familiar to those who 
have coded desktop applications. For 
example, in ASPNET you can write 
server-side code to handle a button’s 
click event. When you think about it, 
that's quite a feat. How does your web 
server know if the user clicks a button 
in their browser? In reality, it cannot 
know. When the user clicks the button, 
what actually happens is that the 
browser submits a form to the web 
server using the HTTP POST method. To 
the web server, it’s just another web 
request with POST variables set to 
certain values. Yet ASPNET wraps this 
nicely, firing a Click event in your server- 
side code. You can also set the 
properties of objects on a web page, 


= Intraweb 


E New ASP.NET Files 
E New ECO Files 
F New Files 
C] Delphi Projects 
E] Activex 
E] Business 
=] Delphi Files 


just as you would in a Windows app. 
Just to be clear, this is not client-side 
script, but server-side Delphi code. 
Another advantage of ASPNET is that 
the code runs as native code, not script. 
This requires qualification. The code is 
compiles into an intermediate language, 
then converted to native code by the 
just-in-time (JIT) compiler at runtime. 
This means there is a pause the first 
time the page is accessed, but once 
compiled it will execute quickly. E 
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There are some excellent web- 
based resources for ASPNET 
development. A good starting 
point is Microsoft's www. 
gotdotnet.com and www.asp. 
net. You'll notice Microsoft is 
busy promoting version 2.0 of 
the .NET framework, but this is 
not set for release until 
towards the end of 2005. 
Borland is promising .NET 2.0 
support in Delphi, but there 
will be a further delay before 
this arrives. Although there are 
some strong new features in 
-NET 2.0, code based on the 
current version of .NET should 
continue to work with few, if 
any, changes. Most of the new 
features are in the form of 
enhanced class libraries rather 
than fundamental changes to 
the technology. 
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Delphi 2005 has strong support 
for ASP.NET. Even if you don’t 
fancy .NET, it is worth exploring 
the web framework. 
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Deploying your ASP.NET application 


How a Windows web server can enable you to run ASPNET 


monoFforge 


a eels ieee Be 


To deploy an ASPNET application you 
need a Windows web server. The 
majority of web servers are Unix-like 
systems, but in order to run an ASPNET 
application you need to find an ISP with 
Windows servers. Windows Server 2003 
has a much better security record than 
earlier versions, so look for this version. 
Of course there are no such issues if 


you are deploying a web application for 
internal use on your own network. 
Once you have your server, copy the 
contents of the application's bin 
directory to the bin directory on the web 
server, and other files to the folder 
where you want the application to run. 
Plus, if you have references to 
assemblies that are not installed in the 


Global Assembly Cache on the web 
server, these must be copied as well. 
This will include any Delphi-specific 
assemblies, as most web servers will 
only have the Microsoft .NET Framework 
libraries installed. If your application 
depends on COM components that have 
to be registered, this is something you 
will need to discuss with the ISP E 


a te ot h 





ASP.NET on Linux is possible 
using Mono. However, there is 
no Mono for Delphi, only for C# 
and to some extent VB. 


The best feature of ASPNET is 
how easy it is to take your 
Delphi code and put it behind 
a website. This is a gift if you 
want to migrate an existing 
Delphi Windows application to 
the web, or create a parallel 
web version. The key is to 
design your application so that 
all the non-visual logic lives in 
its own assembly. Then you 
can use the same assembly for 
both Windows and web 
applications. However, do 
check for security issues 
before moving code from the 
desktop to the web. In 
particular, treat all user input 
as a potential hacking attempt. 


Next month we look at 

database applications in ASP 
NET, including updating data 
from a Delphi .NET web app. 


E Gee peh pe Asiy fort Tobe fet Moji ha Covemrer® Jo BgrTeaw Wireiiee tint 
S127? n- B EFNA P- ae 


. fi ad 





-i Teses Nowe Rusnaii <p i 


=J B/U E 


J ame 

Gl ann 

T| ase 

F reason 

FT Ordais 

 Comparevabdate 

J 5 Customvaidancr 

a Don 

D oman 

ER oropoowaie 

A moere 

a doo 

i goara 


ee 


vr 





The Delphi 2005 Web Form designer uses a drag-and-drop tool 
palette similar to that for Windows Forms. 


normal way, exploiting the session state to keep track of who 
is the current user. You can also use Response.Redirect to 
navigate the user to a different page. For example, if the user 
successfully completes a form, you probably want to move to 
a different web page. Your code can first validate the data, 
and then either redisplay the form or navigate to a new page 
depending on the results. 


E Session variables Another common task that you'll 
soon discover you need is saving session variables. This 
could not be easier. Io save an object as a session variable, 
you just have to use this code: 


session.Add(‘MyVar’ ,obj) ; 








Note that all session variables are retrieved as the generic 
object type, so you need to cast them to the required type 
when you retrieve them. For example, if obj were a dataset: 


dataset (session.Item[‘MyVar’]); 


Any serialisable object can be stored as a session variable. 
The danger here is that each session consumes memory, 
Even if the user logs off, the session variables persist for 20 
minutes unless you specifically remove them. 


O Using ASPNET controls One of the best features of 
ASPNET is the range of controls available for snapping 
together applications. One example is the calendar. To try it, 
drop a calendar control from the tool palette onto a web 
form, along with a label and a button. It is a good idea to 
initialise the calendar to a date, so add this to Page_Load: 


if not self.IsPostBack then 
self.Calendarl.SelectedDate := DateTime.Now; 
Next, write this for the button Click handler: 
self.Label1l.Text := self. 
Calendarl1.SelectedDate.tostring (‘ddd MMM d 


yyyy’); 


‘You chose: ` + 


Test the application by running tt, clicking on a date in the 
calendar, then clicking the button. This will make it easy to 
create a calendar application to retrieve events from a 
database and display them to the user. It is a bit more work 
to add the ability to modify events, especially as you will 
need some kind of user authentication as well as code to 
update the database, but it is still quick to put together PCP 


Using Cassini with Delphi 2005 


It's a weird world of twists and turns 


To develop with ASPNET you need a 
web server. By default this is Internet 
Information Services (IIS), running either 
locally or elsewhere on the network. 
Using a web server on the local 


Enter the location of the Cassini 
web server into Tools — Options 
to use this instead of IIS for 
debugging ASP.NET projects. 


Cassini web server 
Path: C:\Cassini\CassiniWebServer exe 


Port: | 8080 


Mew web project defaults 


Base directory; c;\CassiniDelphidpps 


Web server: | Cassini Web Server 


Ok | | Cancel | 
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machine simplifies matters, but some 
developers prefer not to install IIS, and 
if you have Windows XP Home it is not 
available at all. Fortunately, there is an 
alternative, which is a lightweight .NET 
web server called Cassini. This is not 
intended for deployment, but only for 
testing and developing applications. 
Delphi 2005 comes with Cassini, 
which is installed into the Demos folder. 
You can also download it from http:// 
asp.net/Projects/Cassini/download. 
However, it is installed as source 
code. In order to use it with Delphi 2005, 
you need to follow several steps. 
Cassini is generally compiled from the 
command-line, so you need to ensure 
that the .NET compiler is on the system 
path. One useful technique is to add the 
necessary entries to a batch file, then 
run this from a command prompt before 


compiling Cassini. A typical setpath.bat 
would look like this: 


SET PATH=%PATH%; c:\windows 
Microsoft.NET\Framework 
v1.1.4322;c:\program files 
Microsoft Visual Studio .NET 
2003\SDK\v1.1\Bin 


Next, run build.bat from the Cassini 
directory. This will create Cassini.exe 
and CassiniWebServer.exe. Now you can 
go into Delphi's Tools — Options dialog, 
select the ASPNET tab, and enter the 
location of CassiniWebServer.exe in 
order to choose between Cassini and 
lIS. IIS is closer to the live environment 
and has many features Cassini lacks. 
But working with Cassini is more 
trouble-free, and for testing pure ASP 
NET code this is a great way to go. E 
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SPRINGBOARD 


Part Two 


Creating classes 
and drawing shapes 
as objects 





In this second part of our GDI+ series, Dave Jewell examines how 
to implement shapes as objects which can draw themselves 


ou'll remember that last month we took a look at 
how to draw shapes, such as rectangles and 
polygons, using the GDI+ Graphics class. We're 
going to continue the same theme this time round, but 
from a somewhat different angle — geometric. Pun strictly 
intentional. Last time we simply called a routine such as 
DrawStar to render a star-shape as and when required. 
This month, we'll explore how to re-implement simple 
geometric shapes as objects which can draw themselves. 





El Creating a new rectangle class Lets start with the 
humble rectangle. It's tempting to simply mouse over to the 
Solution Explorer, choose ‘New Item’ and create a new class, 
Rectangle, in the source file Rectangle.cs. Oops, big mistake. 
If you now try and recompile the project, you'll get an instant 
name clash with the existing System.Drawing.Rectangle class. 
Unless you want to diffentiate our Rectangle class from the 
built-in one by fully specifying the namespace with each 
class reference, its much better to come up with a slightly 
different name. In the event, | decided to call our rectangle 
class GXRectangle. 

Having created this new class, we can define a Draw 
method which will draw the rectangle on the screen: 


public void Draw (Graphics g) 

{ 

g.FillRectangle (fi11Brush, rect); 
g.DrawRectangle (linePen, rect) ; 


} 


As youd expect; its very simple. As with last months code, it 
fills the interior of the rectangle and then draws the outline. 
The Graphics object has to be supplied as a parameter to the 
method because we'e calling into the Draw method from the 
forms OnPaint handler. 

If youre wondering about the fillBrush and linePen 
objects, both of these get set up in the Rectangle class 
constructor like this: 


The essence of our design is that 
the various available graphical 
shape classes all inherit from 
GXShape. Any shape-independent 
features (such as fill colour, line 
colour and object persistence), get 
added to the root class. 





The difference from last month’s program is that the rectangle is 
an object and is responsible for drawing itself upon request. 


public GXRectangle (Rectangle r) 

{ 

rect = r; 

linePen = new Pen(Color.Black) ; 
fillBrush = new SolidBrush(Color.Empty) ; 


} 


With all these changes, the Forml_Paint method suddenly 
gets a lot simpler, at least, as far as drawing rectangles is 
concerned. To draw a rectangle, we just call its Draw method, 
passing the Graphics object that we ourselves were given via 
the PaintEventArgs parameter: 


public Form () 

{ 

InitializeComponent () ; 

rect = new GXRectangle (new Rectangle (60, 60, 
200, 200)); 

rect.FillColor = Color.FromArgb(255, 198, 214, 
239); 


rect.LineColor 


} 


SystemColors.Highlight; 


But this raises another question — where does the rectangle 
object get set up? For now, I've ‘hard-wired’ the rectangle 
creation code into the forms constructor; see the code 
snippet above. If you compare this with last months demo 
program, you'll see that I've used exactly the same size and 
position for the rectangle. Notice the way that a bounding 
rectangle is passed as part of the object's constructor. The 
pen and brush used to render the rectangle are also 
effectively just as before. 

It needs to be stressed that when we finish this painting/ 
drawing program, we won't have hard-wired shapes lying 
around. Instead, the shapes will be loaded from whatever 
document you happen to be working with and will get 
redrawn as needed, by calling a Draw method on the active 
document object. From that, you should begin to see how 
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The code above is the complete declaration for the reworked 
GXRectangle class, this time making use of object 
inheritance. There are several things to notice here. First, 
you'll see that in the class declaration, the class name is 
followed by a colon and then the name of another class, 
GXShape. This is the name of an abstract class defined in 
the GXShape.cs source file. To understand what's meant by 
an ‘abstract class’, check out the boxout ‘Understanding 
Abstract Classes’, found below in this months workshop. 
Were effectively telling the C* compiler that GXRectangle 
inherits from GXShape. This is why you can't see any 
declarations for the FillColor and LineColor properties, and it's 
also the reason why you can't see the field declarations for 
fillBrush, linePen and boundskRect, as everything is hidden 
‘under the hood’ inside the GXShape class. 

You'll see that, as before, the constructor takes a 
bounding rectangle as its sole argument. This rectangle gets 
passed to the constructor of the class were inheriting from, in 
this case, the constructor of the GXShape class. In C#, using 
the ‘base’ keyword in this way is a reference to a method or 
field in the ancestor class. 


cute all this object-oriented stuff can be, and why we got 
side-tracked into file I/O a month ago. We'e simply laying the 
foundations for creating shapes within a document. 

What you didnt see last time round was those two 
properties, FillColor and LineColor. These properties make it 
easy to specify the interior fill colour and the outline colour of 
the rectangle. You can find the full property declarations on 
this months cover disc. 


An alternative — and often 
complementary — approach to 
abstract classes is the concept 
of an interface. You can think 
of an interface as a formal 
agreement that certain 
methods and properties will 
be implemented. Any class 
which adheres to the specified 
interface must implement all 
the methods defined by that 
interface. Interfaces are a 
powerful and frequently used 
mechanism in .NET. For 
example, look at the 
documentation for the 
ArrayList class (which we've 
used this month) and you'll 
see that it implements the 
lEnumerable interface. For our 
present purposes, however, 
abstract classes are a better fit 


A Using Object Inheritance Now weve got a class 
which encapsulates a rectangle. But what about a ‘star’ 
shape? Obviously, we need to create another class for this. 
But lets think about this for a moment: we could end up 
with ten or 20 different shape classes, each of which only 
knows how to render one particular geometric shape. Each 
of those classes will have to have code to implement 
FillColor and LineColor properties, and the code in each case 
is going to be identical for every one of those 20 classes. 
That sounds like a pretty tedious amount of work. Step 
forward object inheritance to save you time: 


public class GXRectangle : GXShape Next, take a look at the Draw method. The most with what we want to achieve. 
{ important thing to consider here is the override keyword. 

public GXRectangle (Rectangle r) : base(r) When defining the GXShape class, | specified that the class 

{ has an abstract method called Draw. Again, you can read 

} more about abstract classes and methods elsewhere on the 

public override void Draw (Graphics g) net or via the Super Disc. Suffice it to say that | was telling 

{ the compiler; “every descendant of this class must have a 


g.FillRectangle (fillBrush, boundsRect) ; method called Draw, but | don’t want to define it here”. Later, 
g.DrawRectangle (linePen, boundsRect) ; in the GXRectangle class, we can use the override keyword 
} to say that this instruction replaces the abstract method in 

} our original base class. 


Understanding abstract classes 


Never do today what you can safely put off until tomorrow ... 


' : n protected Pen linePen; 
essential thing, of course, is that we are 


going to create descendants of the 
class. Thus, the declaration of the Draw 
method looks like this: 


No, we're not really that lazy! But in 
object-oriented programming, the 
essence of an abstract class is that you 
provide a set of code declarations 
without really ‘delivering the goods’ in 
terms of supplying the actual code. As a 
simple example, open up the GXShape. 


protected SolidBrush 
fillBrush; 

protected Rectangle 
boundsRect; 


public abstract void Draw 
(Graphics g); 


Notice that all three fields use the 
protected attribute. This indicates that 


cs source code and have a look at the 
declaration of GXShape. Firstly, you'll 
see that the class declaration starts off 
like this: 


public abstract class GXShape 


Among other things, the abstract 
keyword indicates that we're never 
going to directly create an instance of 
the GXShape class, if we tried, the 
compiler would throw an error. Sounds 
pretty useless, huh? If we're not going 
to use it, then why declare it? The 


By including the abstract keyword again 
here, we're indicating that descendant 
classes must implement Draw. However, 
the actual implementation is effectively 
deferred because it's provided in the 
descendant class. For the same reason, 
there’s no need to provide a method 
body with curly braces in the way that 
you usually would: a semicolon 
terminates the declaration. 

There's one more important point to 
make here; look carefully at the fields 
defined inside GXShape: 


these fields are not publicly accessible, 
but they are accessible to descendant 
classes (and obviously, within GXShape 
methods as well). When working with 
class hierarchies in this way, 
this is the attribute that 
you're most likely to use. If 
the fields have been 
declared as private, then 
they won't be accessible 
outside of the class's own 
methods, which wouldn't be 
of any use whatsoever for 
our purposes! E 


In VB.NET, abstract classes use 
the Mustinherit keyword, while 
abstract classes use the 
MustOverride keyword. 
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ArrayList can store any 
reference, so either store 
references to one class or type- 
check when retrieving items. 


What happens when a shape 
object gets selected inside a 
drawing package? An 
application almost always 
changes the visual appearance 
of the object to indicate that 
the shape has been selected. 
Many programs also display 
small rectangular ‘resizing 
handles’ around the shape to 
indicate where it can be 
‘pulled’ and ‘pushed’ by the 
mouse. Think about how you'd 
create such a feature using the 
shape hierarchy that we're 
building. Hint: consider 
implementing an abstract 
method, GetVertices in the 
GXShape class which returns 
an array of points; one for 
each vertex. Where would you 
go from there? 


Next time we'll address issues 
such as how to select different 
shapes, how to use the mouse 
and shape resizing issues. 





There are all kinds of goodies in 
the GDI+ programming model, 
such as the gradient brush 
shown here. 
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SPRINGBOARD 


Working with the ArrayList object 


Everything is an object when programming in .NET ... 


Looking at this code, you'll notice how 
an object is created in the constructor: 


ArrayList object's Add method. This 
method can actually take any object as 
an argument. Remember that in .NET, 


The compiler will notice that you're 
trying to pass an integer to a method 
that expects an object and it will ‘box’ 


// Initialise the “view” 
view = new ArrayList (); 


any string is an instance of the built-in 
String class. You can even pass a 


the integer, creating an OOP 
representation of that integer. Things 


number like this: 
Once created, we add shapes to the 
view simply by passing them to the 
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The final version of our program may not be as fully-featured as 
this OmniGraffle application, but at least it'll run under Windows. 


Ei Demonstrating polymorphism One of the key 
advantages of object inheritance is something called 
polymorphism. What it means is that we can hold a 
reference to some descendant object such as a circle, 
rectangle, star or whatever. We dont actually care which one 
it is, because we hold the object reference in a variable of 
type GXShape, the ancestor class. Using polymorphism, we 
can call the Draw method of the object and the .NET runtime 
will automatically ‘find’ and execute the correct version of the 
Draw method according to which type of object is being 
referenced. Without polymorphism, much of the power and 
elegance of object-oriented programming wouldn't exist. 

We can easily demonstrate the elegance of using 
polymorphism. At this point, the ‘business end’ of the forms 
OnPaint handler looks like this: 


private void Forml Paint (object sender, 
PaintEventArgs e) 


{ 


Graphics g = e.Graphics; 


Further ideas for GXShape 


view.Add (35); 


will, however, go wrong in OnPaint 
handler which expects nothing but 
GXShape objects, so be careful. E 








rect .Draw(g) ; 
starl.Draw(g) ; 
star2.Draw(g) ; 
1 eee ae caer 


Again, if we had a couple of thousand different shapes to 
draw, this would get very tedious! Whats needed is a way of 
getting the OnPaint handler to draw the shapes automatically, 
regardless of how many there are: 


private void Forml Paint (object sender, 
PaintEventArgs e) 

{ 

Graphics g = e.Graphics; 

for (int idx = 0; idx < view.Count; idx++) 
( (GXShape) view [idx] ) .Draw(g) ; 


We can do this by making use of polymorphism as shown in 
the code fragment above. Here, ‘view’ is an ArrayList object 
which has been initialised with the three object instances we 
looked at earlier — the rectangle and two stars. The code 
simply steps through the array, retrieving each object instance 
and then casting it to a GXShape object before calling its 
Draw method. As mentioned earlier, this will automatically 
call the appropriate Draw method according to the type of 
shape were rendering. 

Another advantage of this approach is that we don't need 
to maintain lots of distinct variables, one for each defined 
shape. Everything goes into a single array or collection. By 
now, you should have realised the direction that were taking 
here; by placing everything into one place, we can 
implement arbitrarily complex collections of shapes, which is 
exactly what's needed if our application is going to be able 
to create, load and save documents. The keyword here is 
persistence, something that we'll be looking at in a couple of 
months’ time when we learn how to make an object 
Temember’ its current size, position, colour, and so on, as it 
gets streamed out to a file. Exciting times ahead! PCP 


Efficiency issues, transparency and more to take into account 


From a traditional Windows 


disposing of them afterwards. Your 


class. That way, every descendant of 


programming point of view, my 
implementation of GXShape is pretty 
cavalier! We've got two drawing tools, 
(a brush and a pen) associated with 
each shape, which isn't terribly efficient. 
Back in the days of 16-bit Windows, a 
large number of active drawing tools 
consumed chunks of the 64KB heap 
area used by the GDI module, causing 
all sorts of memory-related issues. 
Things are a lot more laid back in 
-NET-land, but if you're at all worried 
about this, here's a little tip: try creating 
the pen and brush tools only when 
they're actually needed, and then 


program will run more slowly, but it will 
certainly be more efficient. A third 
approach is to maintain a cache of pens 
and brushes which is searchable by 
colour. In this way, your code can simply 
reuse an existing drawing tool if one of 
the appropriate colour already exists. 
Something else you might like to 
consider is this: at present, I'm still 
using the SetAlpha routine that we 
created last month; pass it a colour and 
an alpha value and it returns a new 
colour with the alpha channel set as 
required. You could easily adapt this, 
placing the code inside the GXShape 


GXShape could have access to two new 
properties, Filllransparency and 
LineTransparency which allow the caller 
to independently control the opacity of 
the colours used for the brush and pen 
objects. That's one of the best things 
about having a common ancestor class; 
whatever features we build into 
GXShape are automatically inherited by 
any descendant classes that we create. 
At this point, you're probably starting to 
suspect that we'll be building the object 
persistence code into GXShape. 
Absolutely right! Check out the Going 
Further topic for other related ideas. E 
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Any programming 
language, but QBasic 
is used here for 
illustration purposes 


Any files you need 

to complete this 
Masterclass are on this 
months SuperDisc 
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The board for Pong Hau K'i is 
simple. It’s easy to construct a 
program to play against you: 
but can you impart intelligence? 


WILF’S WORKSHOP 


Part Four 


How the program can 
adapt to experience 





wilf|hey @futurenet.co.uk 


Wilf Hey has been grappling 
with programming for several 
decades now, but still hasn't 
been counted out 





Wilf Hey completes his series with the opportunistic and purist 
approaches, mixed with a little double jeopardy 


n Plato's philosophy, education has a prime 
Oo position, and in what we would call a strange 

relation to facts. He believed that our minds 
come with truth already built in, waiting to be accessed 
and compared with experience of the world. When you 
think you are learning data, you are really learning that 
you already know how to handle that data. This idea 
may hearten the professor trying to impart knowledge to 
difficult students, but seems hard to apply to the kind of 
learning that is characteristic of computers. There is a 
skill to making computers seem to learn. 





In our project so far we have analysed several aspects of the 
traditional game of Noughts and Crosses. Probably the most 
significant fact is that a player (even a computer program) 
can play a pretty potent game with just three strategic moves 
in mind. The first simply amounts to winning when you can; 
the second amounts to preventing your immediate loss 
when you can; the third is concerned with making things 
difficult for your opponent when you can. 

We can break down virtually any game into scenes, or 
configurations, or situations, and then apply a strategy to 
each. If we choose the best strategy, we will be successful in 
the game. In Noughts and Crosses, the best success we can 
anticipate is a tie, that is, if our opponent can likewise apply 
best strategy, 

It hardly seems a problem now, but in the middle of the 
20th Century when computers started their climb in 
importance, only a handful of people were able to see that 
virtually every activity involving facts could be turned into a 
‘game’ of some sort. Mary Poppins was a pioneer in this 
field, with her noting that “in every job that must be done 
there is an element of fun”. Battle strategists in war rooms 





Three 


Rules 


Memory 
Record 
Result _ Result savec 


Memory 
Altered 


(no need to save) 


Only after the Three Rules and fantasy analysis have been 
exhausted does the game-playing program resort to memory. 


around the globe recognise it now, and brilliant mathematical 
minds are set to invest their talent in what Is now called 
Game Theory. 

In the end credits to a French language film you will see 
the notation ‘Mise en scene par’ along with the name of the 
films director. This phrase is used today to mean the crafting 
of the detailed look of a theatrical piece: the lighting, the 
angle of view, the speed, the dialog and much more. The 
phrase literally means ‘put into frame(s)’, as if broken down 
into a series of still pictures. This is the same activity as the 
game theorist, taking a complex activity such as a battle 
plan, and breaking it down into individual configurations, 
each of which can be handled with its own strategy. 


El Creating a game that can think We have taken the 
game of Noughts and Crosses, and broken it down into 
configurations, and judged the appropriate strategy to use In 
each case. Given the time and the hardware, we could do 





A Frustrating Morris Game 


Introducing Pong Hau K'i - an old Chinese problem 


A simple yet challenging game, Pong 
Hau K’i is a two player activity that 
appears to be a candidate for another 
game-playing robot. The shape of the 
playing board involves only five spots 
and a few lines. Pieces can move from 
one point to the next, but only along the 
lines. Each player has two pieces: X 
starts with two spots at the top of the 
board, and O starts with his on spots at 
the bottom. In turns, each player moves 
one of his pieces to the empty spot, but 
can only move along one of the lines 
connecting the spots. The player who 
cannot move on his turn is the loser. 


The game is not symmetrical: X has 
less room to manoeuvre at the start, so 
players should take turns who occupies 
the top-end as well as who goes first. 

There are clearly a limited number of 
configurations. Can you determine how 
many? Which are the winning 
configurations? Can one player force the 
game never to end? Can one player or 
the other force a win? 

Can you craft code to determine how 
useful strategies may be formed? 

This is a legitimate game, played 
over many generations in China just as 
we in the West have played Noughts 


and Crosses. It is a ‘Morris’ type of 
game, having several characteristics 
similar to Noughts and Crosses, but 
featuring movement, as well as 
arrangement of pieces. 

Now that you have studied a learning 
program, why not put your skills to the 
analysis of this game, which is probably 
new to you and consequently not as 
obvious as Naughts and Crosses. 

One thing to remember: X doesn't 
neceassarily go first, so in each 
configuration it may be either player's 
turn. Share your results with the rest of 
us — any language will do. E 
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WILF’S WORKSHOP 


So what is Wilf’s Workshop? 


The art and theory of modern programming, 
whichever languages you use. Learn techniques 
that will benefit any project, and gain a deeper 
understanding of advanced coding disciplines. 


It is interesting that children 
thrive on a learning regime 
that includes both reward and 
punishment, whereas 
automated learning by a 
program depends on 
punishment alone. What 
would be the effect if we 
change our project program, 
so that rewards figure in its 
operation? When it loses we 
‘punish’ it by removing the 
possibility of repeating that 
move. We could ‘reward’ it by 
putting a bias on it choosing a 
move that has previously led 
to victory. Would its education 
be ‘faster’? Would it become 
proficient quickly, yet prone to 
the occasional bad mistake? 
How desirable would this 
behaviour actually be ina 
learning machine? 


: Reflection G Rotations 





Configurations are memorized in only one orientation. Up to seven more are 
the same, except reflected, and rotated up to three times ninety degrees. 


the same with any game, or indeed any behaviour (or so say 
the game theorists). This peculiar relationship between real 
behaviour and games is reflected in RPGs (Role Playing 
Games), including the granddaddy of them all, Dungeons 
and Dragons. Isn't it amazing how a game can seemingly 
ape reality? Listen to the Dead Ale Wives for proof (http:// 
www.rpgmp3.com/modules.php?name=Downloads&d_ 
op=search&query=). 

You may be asking, why bother modelling a game in a 
computer program when there are many more valuable ways 
to invest that technology? Yes, that's true, but it’s likely that a 
teal world’ problem would not attract the interest of many, 
but experts in that particular field — yet we are all experts at 
a simple game. My principal aim in this Masterclass has 
been to show you how you can make programs more 
natural in their presumed behaviour and thus easier to use. 

Last month we left our program in the middle of the 
learning process: if it stored the results of a lost game, for 
instance, it could avoid that loss again simply by cutting out 
the possibility of making the move that led to the loss. 





How is this accomplished? Each configuration 
the program encounters during a game Is 
analysed to see whether one of the three rules 
applies: if it does, the rule is followed and play 
proceeds. If none of the three moves applies, 
the configuration stands in need of further 
analysis. Suppose there are three possible 
moves. One is taken, and later eliminated if it 
leads to a loss. One by one each possible move 
is taken, and the ones that lead to disaster are 
marked to be avoided. 

If the computer loses a game, it ‘learns’ not to 
repeat the move that led to the loss. If, in any 
one configuration, all possible moves lead to a 
loss, then that whole configuration is considered 
a loss and the move that led to it is marked. 

Such learning is a relatively slow process, 
since you cannot be certain that the program is 
expert until it has played (and lost) every possible game 
configuration. The computer must have a patient and expert 
opponent if it is to learn well — one that will lead it through 
every possible losing game. 


EA The theory of double jeopardy Lets go back to 
analyse how far our three basic rules take us. Rule two 
guides us Safely through almost all losing games. Every time 
the human opponent threatens to make a row, analysis of 
the resulting configuration warns the program to block the 
row. Only the opportunity to win (rule one) will prevail over 
the strategy of blocking the opponent's win (rule two). It may 
not appear evident at first, but when the three rules are in 
force the only way the program can lose is if the opponent 
catches It in a jeopardy. Do you remember from last month? 
A jeopardy is when two rows are threatened at the same 
time. One or the other can be blocked, but not both. 

Why not extend our strategy a full move ahead, then? 
We know that the only way the human is going to win is by 
forming a Jeopardy. Why not program in a little routine to 


Building knowledge by future analysis Many configurations exist in which the robot 


1 Suppose this configuration arises during a game 
where the computer is X and has gone first. The 
reply by O does not present any immediate threat, 
and yet there is no immediate win for X either. None 
of the Three Rules applies in this situation, so the 
program must decide between the remaining seven 


cells for its next move. 
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FANTASY | 





favour one reply? 


Suppose there is a ‘Fourth Rule’, involving 
looking ahead. Without actually playing the 
move, the program can ‘fantasise’ about the numerous 
events that might happen if it were to select the first 
available square. O would have six possible replies, 

but is there any reason that this opponent would 


| FORCED FOR 
(RULE 2) | 


| JEOPARDY | 
(RULE 3) 


3 The human opponent (0 here) is also bound by 
Rules One and Two: X can assume that 0 will 
block the threatened row across the top. In this 
configuration, X can form a jeopardy by occupying the 
middle cell — so making the corner move in the 
original configuration will definitely lead to a win, 
even though O had made the best reply possible. 





Conservative memory 


WILF’S WORKSHOP 


It’s best to keep the size of memorized configurations to a minimum 


Relatively few configurations need to be 
written out to disk. In other projects it 
would be wise to keep the size of 
memorized configurations to a 
minimum, so when designing the 
program, werfe right to be conservative. 

Interestingly, any configuration can 
be reduced to a single integer (two 
bytes long), but how? Instead of 


wix</ L 
O 
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Fantasising the game: here X has discovered that two of the 
seven cells lead to a win and the losing cells should be ignored. 


catch this before it happens? If the computer program finds 
there is a choice of cells to occupy in a given configuration, it 
could try each ‘in its head’ (rather than in reality) and then 
check whether the human could make a jeopardy. If that was 
so, this attempted move must be avoided. 

This promises a lot. At the very least, it should cut down 
by half the number of configurations the program would 
have to memorise. The maximum number of moves that X 
makes in a single game is five — and this tactic, looking 
ahead to avoid jeopardy — accounts for two successive 
moves Itself. If we add this as a ‘Fourth Rule we may be 
able to avoid memorizing all but a handful of configurations. 


E Opportunist or Purist? There are several slightly 
different ways the program can use the results of its analysis. 
In the walkthrough below, ‘Building Knowledge by Future 
Analysis’, we show how a particular configuration of the 
game, after one move each by X and O, X (the computer) 
can analyse the seven available cells. By forward projection, 
or fantasising, two cells can be seen to yield a win, and two 
cells a loss. That leaves three cells undecided. 

What can the program do at this point? One option is to 
keep record of the two winning moves and abandon all else. 


thinking in decimal or in binary, 
remember that other bases are 
legitimate. Each cell in a Noughts and 
Crosses configuration can be blank, X or 
O — three values in all. These can be 
represented with tertiary arithmetic 
(base three) in which zero means blank, 
one means X and two means 0. Each 
tertiary digit would describe the 


contents of one cell, and so you would 
need nine of them. The largest nine- 
digit tertiary number (which would in 
fact be a board filled with Os) would 
have a value of 222222222 (base three) 
which is 19682 in decimal — well within 
the range allowed for binary numbers in 
two bytes. The moral: don't rule out the 
use of ‘weird’ number bases. E 


Nothing actually needs to be recorded on disk, because it 
can always work out this information if it runs into the same 
configuration at a later date. This is opportunistic. It depends 
on what you consider the goal should be: do you want your 
program to become an expert at winning, or at not losing? 

There is far more variety of games, if you are satisfied 
with an expert ‘non-loser’ instead of an expert winner. In that 
case, the results of the analysis should be recorded: two of 
the seven cells should be barred because they lead to loss, 
but all remaining five should be available, at least to try. 
Three of them may eventually be barred as the program 
learns from experience, but for now it can adopt a ‘wait and 
See’ Strategy. 

A ‘purist’ approach would be for the program to keep 
available all five non-losing cells, and eliminate the three 
unknown cells only as and when they are found to lead only 
to ties or losses. 

One more thing to note: the fact that the program 
observes the Three Rules (and presumes that its human 
opponent is smart enough to apply the Three Rules) means 
that if it comes to a loss it will not be a surprise. If the 
program is playing a game that its going to lose, it will only 
be through a jeopardy being made against it. Any other 
threat will be dealt with as soon as it occurs. 

A game that ends in a loss by the program — and 
depending on circumstances, a game that ends in a tie — 
will cause the modification of at least one memorised 
configuration. If these configurations are written out to disk 
after modification, they will serve as the collected knowledge 
needed to be expert. As the program learns new ways to 
lose, it modifies its memory so that the loss can never arise 
again, and so the program becomes a stronger player. 

A chess-playing program could not possibly become 
expert in so short a time. The complexity of the numerous 
configurations in chess means that the program must make 
compromises, setting (for instance) greater value on keeping 
key pieces, such as the queen safe than keeping a rook safe, 
though the truth is never as clear-cut as that. PCP 


program can work out the best moves by fantasising. 





That corner move is no longer a fantasy 5 

proposition — it’s a clear opportunity for X to 
win, and should be marked in the program’s memory 
of this configuration. However, all the other cells 
should be evaluated for a win, tie or loss. Of course, 
only the best will be adopted. In this case, only wins 
will be used for further consideration. 


One of the seven available cells leads to a win 
for X, but analysis should be made for each of 
the other six cells as well. If any of them also leads to 
a win for X, it should be included as a candidate for 
X's mode in this configuration. As before, the program 
should make a ‘fantasy’ move and follow through on 
the consequences. 
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It’s not very difficult to keep 
each abbreviated configuration 
number, its reflection and 
rotation in a single integer. 





Games and puzzles abound, 
which cry out for solution by 
simple computer programming 
equipped with the trick of 
learning from mistakes and 
deepening analysis. Even with 
fairly simple games (like 
Noughts and Crosses) the 
challenge is somewhat beyond 
incidental human skills. 
Confess it — you are 
unlikely to be one of those 
able to analyse a configuration 
as readily or as deeply as our 
project program. This applies 
even more when the problem 
to be solved is unfamiliar. Try 
becoming an expert in Pong 
Hau K'i to prove me wrong. 


We take a fresh look at the 
representation of data ina 
program and problems solving. 





With both X and O playing at best following this 

fantasy move, X will lose. A is the fantasy move, 
while B is forced on O, C is forced on X, and then D is 
forced on O — yet this final move creates a jeopardy 
against X. Therefore, the original fantasy move should 
be excluded from the list of possible moves that can 
be taken in that configuration. 
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RANTS AND RAVES 











Out of control 


Whos afraid of the big bad computer? It seems like far too many 
people are anticipating Terminator or Matrix machinery to take over 


re you scared of technology? Probably not very 
O much, since youre currently reading a copy of PC 
After over a decade in IT as a Plus, possibly the most technical computing 
journalist, editor and consultant, publications on the newsstand. But even if you're happy to 
James has found much to rant spend your days ensconced in Linux programming, you're 
ane raveabout still likely to be a little wary about how much of our lives we 
hand over to our own inventions. From the moment we get 
up, technology assists us with everything we do in our lives, 
from the alarm clocks that wake us in the morning to the 
paste we brush our teeth with before bed. And if you work in 
IT, you spend a good part of your day poring over a machine 
that sits at the pinnacle of human technical achievement, 
attempting to replicate the functions of the human brain. 
‘Technophobia’ is nothing new. The Luddites of the early 
1800s smashed up mill machinery across the UK and even 
committed murder because they thought factory technology 





James Morris 


j@tzero.co.uk 
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was taking away their jobs. Although conflicts over A Penama pareen aau rere na e S89 
technology aren't quite so bloody anymore, you still hear the v rv yeu fo fap er 
mainstream media questioning whether technology is > bunan pat b 
progressing too fast, and whether its a good thing at all. — 
Developments like genetically engineered crops, cloned This year’s BBC Reith Lecture series discussed the importance of 
sheep and nuclear weapons hold obvious threats, but the technology, although it focused on the economics. 
paranoia runs so deep that there are even American therapy 
programs to help people get over their fear of computers. of these functions unless we asked them to at some point. 
What I've always found amazing is just how little Since we created our technology, were perfectly at liberty 
historical knowledge anyone engaging in it seems to exhibit. to change it. This is particularly true of computers. They're 
You hear factory work contrasted to arts and crafts, general-purpose tools. Getting the most out of them isn't so 
synthesisers pitted against ‘teal’ musical instruments, and much a matter of learning how to use them the way the 
calculators bemoaned in favour of mental designers intended, as finding ways to make them do what 
arithmetic. Step back a little, however, and you want, the way you want to do it. That has always been 
Live fast die young? you realise that the two sides of each of the PC's killer feature, and why so many seasoned users get 
Á i‘ these oppositions aren't so diametrically frustrated by the handholding in most of Microsoft's 
Doctors are generally too careful to tell you how opposed. On the one hand, theres products. PCs were designed from the ground up to be 
long you might live without a meticulous check-up. technology, and on the other ‘technique’ — chopped and changed by their users. Mac Minis aside, the 
Fortunately, the web doesn't have to be quite so a manual or mental skill. They're both just computer was made to be rebuilt and upgraded. 
een NA ee FANNE OKE different ways of doing things, and if you go In this years Reith Lecture series, Lord Broers argues that 
website is home to a handy life expectancy back to Greek times they were both the technology is determining the future of the human race, and 
calculator called ‘The Longevity Game’. It's based same thing. Technology IS merely a 
on current information on how different factors more complicated way of doing things “You still hear questioning whether 
affect health, gathered by the life insurance than the manual techniques its À . 
industry. So it uses the same statistics developed contrasted with. Technology is also technology is progressing too fast, or 
by actuaries to calculate premiums for insurance generally the new Way of doing things, whether it’s a good thing at all” 
plans. Discover the length of your mortal coil at which IS perhaps why its always met 
http://www.nmfn.com/tnetwork/longevity_ with such resistance. 
game_popup.html. The real fallacy is that technology has Britain needs to embrace applied science or be left behind. 
somehow gone beyond human control. But Lord Broers doesnt go far enough. Technology isn't just 
Were assailed with images of evil machines an important theme of modern existence. It's an intrinsic part 
intent on our destruction. We ourselves of what makes us human. Although there are many animals 


made all these machines. Nothing produced which can use makeshift tools, none of them can invent 
by humanity thus far has a mind of its own: new ways of doing things the way humans can. Any society 
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thats just science fiction. A few of our which doesnt wholeheartedly embrace this fact about 
creations might make a passing stab at human existence is denying mankinds identity. Its not so 
pretending to be human, but its just a trick much that they'll slip behind economically — theyre not 
Will you die — none of them actually think. Technology looking at themselves in the mirror at all. 
young and have is distinctly not a law unto itself. Even So the debate about whether or not technology as a 
a decent corpse, computers are just extensions of our mental whole is a good thing is completely misguided. The antidote 
H Ee La faculties, not replacements. They help us to harmful technology isn't to discard technology altogether, 
aut wth The remember things, assist us with calculations, but to create yet more technology. Lets ditch the idea that 
Longevity Game! and facilitate us with long-distance technology is a problem, recognise we cant escape it. 


communications. But they dont perform any Instead lets help make technology the best it can be. PCP 
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FLEXIBLE ONLINE STORE CREATOR 


Actinic Audio Store 7 








ow that the music industry has 

finally begun to embrace the idea 
of selling its products on the Internet, 
there is a clear need for software which 
will allow users to tap into this easily. 
Audio Store does just that: you can use 
the software to help build a complete 
website on your PC and then sell audio 
files, CDs, sheet music and general 
merchandise online. 

This area is a potential minefield. 
For example, there are numerous 
payment processing companies, 
including Paypal, that individuals or 
small businesses are likely to want to 
deal with (larger concerns will almost 


Audio Store does the 
job, but expect to 
take on a steep 
learning curve initially. 


certainly use banks). 
In addition, think of 
the differing tax and 
VAT situations that 
can apply, 
depending on the 
location of the 
buyer and seller. 
There is also the 
question of the varying methods 
customers can use to pay: do they 
want to be sent an invoice and then 
pay by cheque, or would they rather 
pay online? Any software aimed at 
helping users design online retail stores 
has to take all of these aspects (and 
more) into consideration. Audio Store 
makes dealing with all of these 
relatively easy. It will work with 15 
payment companies (including banks) 
and you can invoice customers or 
download credit card details and then 
process them offline. 

Then there is the thorny question of 
dispatch. Do customers want a physical 


POWERFUL NETWORK MANAGEMENT SOFTWARE 
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etwork management software 

has traditionally commanded a 
high price but LANsurveyor shows this 
doesn't need to be the case. Originally 
written for Macintosh environments it 


made the jump to Windows in 2003, 
but when we first looked at v72 (see 
Issue 210) we were unimpressed by its 
poor inventory capabilities. That's all 
water under the bridge now, so how 
does this latest version fare? 
LANsurveyor provides mapping 
Capabilities that show the logical layout 
of your network and the connections 
between devices. It can interrogate 
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—s The useful mapping 
tool can also show the 
status of each 
discovered node. 


devices via SNMP 
(Simple Network 
Management 
Protocol) but local 
agents, called 
responders, allow it to 
interact much more 
closely with 
workstations and 
servers. With a responder installed, 
administrators can run hardware and 
software inventories, view system 
properties, and remotely monitor and 
control a system using the bundled 
open-source VNC software. 

After scanning the selected subnet, 
LANsurveyor reveals a detailed network 
map, and even a quick glance shows 
how much this has been improved. 
Responder deployment has also been 
streamlined as they can now be 
pushed to selected systems directly 
from the network map or via Active 
Directory. Hardware inventory accuracy 
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product or an electronic download? 
Fortunately, Audio Store treats digital 
downloads in much the same way as 
any other product. There is a facility to 
allow customers to receive their 
download (via a link in the receipt they 
receive) just after they've paid. 
However, ideally you should be using a 
real-time credit card processing service 
to take advantage of this. Otherwise, 
youre restricted to releasing the product 
when the originating cheque has 
cleared. 

When you first run Audio Store, you 
get a sample site. It'S then a question 
of customising this by adding details of 
products and music files. The design of 
your eventual site is heavily based on 
themes but you can easily change the 
colours, associated text and images. 
Once you've got your site as you want 
it, you generate it and then upload it 
to any standard commercial website. 
Paying customers see a fully-fledged 
commercial site, complete with the 
usual shopping cart and checkout. 
When they've paid, Audio Store 
displays a receipt and sends 
confirmatory emails. It also handles 
the dispatch of invoices. 

Stephen Copestake 


LANsurveyor 9 for Windows 


also gets better but for software 
LANsurveyor merely compiles a list of 
every executable it finds leaving you to 
figure out what the application actually 
is. A reporting tool allows you to 
interrogate the hardware and software 
inventory store, see how many 
instances of an application are installed 
and run custom queries. 

The optional continuous scan 
feature is a new security tool that 
checks the network and advises when 
a new node appears. Basic intrusion 
prevention is a possibility: providing 
your switches can be managed or are 
SNMP-enabled, LANsurveyor can 
automatically disable the port the 
rogue node has appeared on. 
LANsurveyor will also poll all mapped 
IP devices and advise you when a 
node becomes unreachable. Alerting 
features are extensive as you can send 
out messages via email, network 
broadcast, SNMP trap, audio and SMS. 

The mapping feature is the most 
valuable component, and although 
inventory is still limited it does offer a 
lot of useful monitoring and asset 
tracking features at a sensible price. 
Dave Mitchell 





PRICE £199 (£169 ex VAT) 

for 25 products 

£499 (£425 ex VAT) for 10,000 products 
SUPPLIER Actinic Software Ltd 


0845 129 4800 
INFO www.actinic.co.uk 


CPU 100MHz or faster 


OS Windows 95 or later 


It's hard to fault Audio Store 
when it comes to creating 
fully-featured online stores. 
However, expect a fairly steep 
learning curve. And unless 
youre selling lots of products, 
the price is a bit high. 


ACTINIC AUDIO STORE 7 
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PRICE £323 (£275 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Networks Unlimited 
01798 87 3001 

INFO www.neon.com 


CPU 100MHz or faster 
RAM 256MB minimum 
OS Windows 2000, XP or 2003 


LANsurveyor offers network 
management and mapping 
tools at a price small 
businesses can afford. 
Inventory details from previous 
versions hasn't seen any major 
improvements, but for the 
price your're still getting a lot of 
useful features in the bundle, 
including some extensive 
mapping capabilities. 


00060060000 
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TEECHNOLOGY SPECIAL 





AMD Athlon 64 X2 4800+ 


Its Opteron server chip performed superbly, so can AMD's 
first desktop dual-core processor measure up? 





ast month, PC Plus exclusively 
brought you the first UK 
comparison test between the 


dual-core PC processors from AMD and 
Intel. In terms of both performance and 
design, the result was simple enough: 
AMD came, it saw and it conquered. 
But there was one significant measure 
by which it was not a fair comparison. 
Intel's first dual-core CPU, the Pentium D 
840 Extreme Edition, is a desktop chip, 
while the Opteron 8/5, with which it did 
battle, is a server and workstation chip. 

That's no longer a problem. The 
new Athlon 64 X2 4800+ dual-core CPU 
is AMD's direct competitor for the 
Pentium Extreme Edition. Both chips 
top-out their respective desktop dual- 
core processor ranges, and both are 
yours for around £600. 

So how does Athlon 64 X2 stack 
up? Architecturally it's virtually identical 
to the Opteron dual-core we tested last 
issue. Whether its the relatively cool- 
running 90nm manufacturing 
technology it's based on, the IMB of L2 
cache per processing core, or the 
elegant and efficient Hammer 
architecture complete with integrated 
memory controller and system 1/0, 
AMD's dual-core desktop chip is a near 
carbon-copy of the Opteron. For Intel, 
thats not terribly good news. And it 
only gets worse. The 4800+ has been 
designed to squeeze into AMDs single- 
core processor, the 110 Watt FX-55. 
Consequently, it outpoints the 95 Watt 
Opteron 8/5 in terms of operating 
frequency to the tune of 200MHz. In 
other words, the Athlon 64 X2 pummels 
the Pentium Extreme Edition even more 
brutally than the Opteron does. In 
disciplines such as gaming, where 
AMD's Hammer architecture has 
traditionally had the measure of Intel's 
Netburst CPUs, it's not a surprise to see 
the Athlon walk off with the spoils. It’s 
nearly 20 per cent quicker in our Doom 
3 benchmark. But much more 


Under the case, the Athlon 4800+ 
looks remarkably similar to the 
Opteron 875. 













impressive is the beating it hands out 
in tasks, which historically favour Intel's 
strength in multimedia number 
crunching in general and streaming 
SIMD operations in particular. 

Transcode a WMV9 video file to DVD 
resolution with Windows Media 
Encoder, for instance, and you'll find 
that Intels Pentium 4 processors show 
the AMD opposition a clean and 
accurately rendered pair of heels. Try 
the same task with these new dual- 
core chips and the tables are turned. 
Although clocked at a modest 24GHz, 
the Athlon 64 X2 4800+ can complete 
our video encoding test in just 2 
minutes and 17 seconds, over 30 
seconds quicker than the 3.2GHz 
Pentium Extreme Edition. 


Tell me why 

As for the why AMD has the advantage, 
this boil down to two key factors: 
superior thermal properties and a more 
sophisticated dual-core architecture. 
Collectively, these factors allow the 
Athlon 64 X2 to get closer to delivering 
the dual-core ideal of twice the 
performance compared with an 
equivalent single-core chip. 

Intels difficulty in containing the 
heat dissipation of its 90nm PC 
processors is well documented. And it 
explains why the fastest dual-core 
Pentium processor lags Its single- 

core cousin by 600MHz, while 
AMD has managed to keep 
the frequency gap down 
to just 200MHz. More 
significant in the long haul, 
however, is the superiority of 

AMD's Hammer CPUs for the 

transition to multi-core. Thanks 
to that integrated approach to chip 





PRICE £600 approx (TBC) 
SUPPLIER www.dabs.com 
(on release) 

INFO www.amd.com 
WARRANTY TBC 





PROCESS TECHNOLOGY 90nm, SO! 
CACHE MEMORY 2x 1MB L2 
CLOCKSPEED 2.4GHz 

PACKAGING Socket 939 

AMD POWER RATING 110 Watts 
MEMORY INTERFACE On-chip, dual 
channel DDR up to 400MHz 

CPU TO SYSTEM 1/0 On-chip, 1GHz 
HyperTransport 

INSTRUCTION SETS SSE1, 2 & 3, 
3DNow 

ADDITIONAL FEATURES AMD64, 
execute disable bit 

SUPPORTING MOTHERBOARDS All| 
939 socket boards, dependent on 
bios support from vendor 


The Athlon 64 X2 
uses AMD's existing 
processor packaging, 
which makes 
upgrading easy. 


design, any communication between 
the two cores on an Athlon 64 X2 take 
place on-chip and at the internal 
frequency of the processor. Intels dual- 
core architecture, by contrast, retains 


the memory controller 
and system I/O design 
of its single-core chips, 
thereby requiring the 
cores to communicate 
via a Separate 
Northbridge chip on 
the motherboard. 

Nevertheless, while 
the choice between 
AMD and Intel at this 
end of the market is a 
no-brainer, but in the 
sensible money space, its much more 
competitive. It’s likely that Intel's dual- 
core offering will start at just £150, while 
AMDs will be nearer £300. So, its not 
just a case of consumers needing to 
decide whether AMD's performance 
advantage is worth the premium. For 
many buyers, the only affordable dual- 
core system will be powered by Intel. 
Jeremy Laird 





A BIOS upgrade is all that’s 
required for compatibility 
with most of the existing 

939-pin motherboards. 


Benchmarks... 


Processor Intel Pentium 
D 840 Extreme 


Edition 


AMD Athlon 
X2 4800+ 
DVD2AVI (time) 

iTunes (time) 

Windows Media Encoder (time) 

Doom3 (fps) 

Video encode + virus scan (time) 2:44 


Sciencemark 2.0 memory bandwidth (Mbps) 5,353 
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IP NETWORK CAMERA 





Axis 221 Camera 








> 


Q=: the plethora of network 
cameras on the market, few 
come close to those offered by Axis 
Communications. On features alone, its 
latest 221 looks unbeatable: it supports 
simultaneous Motion-JPEG and MPEG-4 
playback with top framerates, and its 
infrared sensor allows it to function 
during the day and night. 

For the latter, Axis also offers 
optional infrared illuminators so areas 
can be covertly monitored in darkness. 
Theres much more too, as the 221 
supports PoE (Power over Ethernet), so 
its placement isn't restricted by 


_ 


It looks a bit ‘Big 
Brother’, but this is a 
top-notch product. 


f available power 
7 sockets, while full 
motion detection 
allows it to send 
out warnings if 
it picks up activity 
in the areas 
under scrutiny. 
The bundled 
software makes 
light work of installation, and once an 
IP address has been assigned you can 
access the camera over secure HTTPS 
sessions for even tighter security. An IP 
filter table also restricts access further, 
although full support only for IE5 and 
upwards is a drawback. Picture quality 
is without doubt the best we've seen 
from an IP camera, and the increased 
framerate makes for very smooth 
playback with little discernable 
jerkiness. The camera supports up to 
45fps at all resolutions, although 
dropping down to 480x360 allows it to 
be increased to an amazing 60fps. As 


INNOVATIVE MULTIMEDIA PROJECTOR 


HP 7122 








hy would anyone be considering 

buying an XGA projector for home 
use at this point in time? Were on the 
cusp of the HDTV revolution, where 
content at 1,280x/20 and 1,920x1,080 
will become the norm, so is buying a 
lower resolution, dedicated film 
projector a good idea, particularly now 
that DLP has the ability to offer 720p 
resolutions, and new LCOS projectors — 
such as the Canon SX50 — offer 
resolutions of 1400x1,050 and higher? 
But then, as HDTV is still some time 
away, perhaps we want to indulge our 


Projector or low-budget 
special effect? You decide. 
The design is certainly an 
unusual one. 


film passions with a 
low-cost projector. 

So what makes 
this a dedicated film 
projector? Well, first it 
looks like a giant white 
Smartie. Secondly, it's 
huge — you wont want 
to be lugging this 


Thirdly, it has a large tilt base, and a 
remote that looks like a cheap prop 
from ‘Dr Who. 

The thing is, while it looks like a 
film projector, it acts more like a general 
business presentation projector. The 
DLP device has a standard 4:3 ratio and 
so is perfect for PC work. It also has a 
low contrast ratio, and the 1.16:1 zoom 
lens is almost worthless, not to 
mention the zoom and focus controls 
being so stiff they rock the whole unit 
when adjusted. We also found it to be 
a touch on the noisy side, even though 


anywhere anytime soon. 





My 
PERFORMANCE 
SAWARD 


light levels decrease, the camera will 
drop into a mono mode automatically 
but it also incorporates a removable IR- 
cut filter that allows colour images to 
be displayed under IR lighting. 

Up to 20 people can use the 
camera simultaneously in Motion-|PEG 
mode and you can restrict access with 
usernames and passwords. There are 
no user limits when using multicast 
MPEG-4, but each client must have a 
valid licence to use this. Bandwidth 
consumption can be reduced by 
increasing the image compression, 
reducing resolutions and limiting the 
framerate available to multiple clients. 

For motion detection, you can 
specify 10 areas in the image where it 
is to be enabled or disabled, and 
motion triggers can be used to 
download images to an FIP or HTTP 
server for emailing. Other external 
security devices, such as door sensors, 
can be fitted to the cameras external 
I/O connector blocks as well. 

The 221 offers a range of features 
few other network cameras can match. 
Although youre paying a premium for 
these, its versatility makes It a top 
choice for surveillance applications. 
Dave Mitchell 


the touted 34dB sound rating should 
really be quiet enough. 

But it's not all bad. Were glad to 
see it uses a 4x colour wheel. It also 
has a full complement of inputs; 
including component, DVI, composite 
and S-Video. Were also fans of the 
comprehensive menu system it looks 
great and is easy to use, tying in well 
with the backlit remote control. It even 
comes with 6m composite and 
S-Video cables, which is a nice touch 
for home users. 

That leaves video quality, and were 
left pretty pleased. For a DLP system it 
offers very vibrant colours. Technical 
issues are few, with true blacks and 
almost no visible noise, while the XGA 
grid is as good as Invisible to the eye. 
PC performance is equally good. It does 
a particularly good job with scaling, 
though we found the brightness and 
contrast controls a little quirky. The one 
year warranty Is a little disappointing, 
but the 1000 hour lamp cover is far 
better than anything the competition 
offers. However, if youre looking for a 
film projector, the Optoma H30 could be 
a better option. 

Neil Mohr 





PRICE £871 (£699 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Misco 0870 720 8720 
INFO www.axis.com 
WARRANTY One year 


SENSOR 1/3in Sony RGB CCD sensor 
LENS Pentax F1.0 vari-focal 
RESOLUTION 640x480 pixels 
FRAMERATE 60fps 

NETWORK 10/100BaseIX 

OTHER Supports 802.3af PoE, 

TCP/IP HTTP HTTPS, FTP SMTP 
external power unit supplied. 


AXIS 221 
NETWORK CAMERA 
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PRICE £1,300 (£1,106 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER www.apple.com/uk/ 
thestore/ 

INFO www.hp.co.uk 
WARRANTY One year 


SYSTEM DDR DLP 

RESOLUTION 1,024x768 dpi 
BRIGHTNESS 1,020 ansi lumens 
CONTRAST RATIO 1,600:1 
ZOOM 1.16:1 

LAMP LIFE 4,000 hours 

NOISE 34dB 

AUDIO 5W mono speaker 

SIZE 39x37x20cm 

WEIGHT 5./Kg 


Cuo 
HP 7122 


Features 0000000 
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WEB DEVELOPMENT 


PHP, MySQL and Apache (2nd Ed) 


PRICE £16 ISBN 0-67232725-2 AUTHOR Julie C Meloni 


SUPPLIER www.compman.co.uk 


imed squarely at the novice 

web application programmer, 
you will need a thorough 
understanding of web content 
creation using HTML before you get 
anywhere near this book. In fact, a 
bit of dabbling in ASP Perl wont hurt 
either, and experience working In a 
database environment Is a required 
Skill also. If this scares you off 
already then this isn’t the book for 
you. However, if you are looking to 
advance your already well-grounded 
basic knowledge and get to grips 
with the Apache web server, 
programming in PHP administering a 
MySQL database and how to 
integrate all three, then step up. This 
second edition rectifies problems 
with the ‘in at the deep end’ 
approach of the original when it 
comes to installing MySQL, Apache 
and PHP by adding a chapter to step 
you through installation from the 
supplied CD. This may be a red 
herring as its advisable to install 
from the Internet for the latest 
versions and least bugs. The lessons 
have been updated to cover PHP 50, 


OPERATING SYSTEM 


PHP, MySQL 
and Apache 


MySQL 4.0 and Apache 2.0, but it 
remains three standalone books 
knitted together by a few linking 
chapters. Using a step-by-step 
approach, each building on the one 
before, it might surprise you just how 
quickly your skills develop. Although 
the ‘in 24 hours’ claim is optimistic, 
not least because the authors have 
a habit of turning simple concepts 
into confusing conundrums. 

Davey Winder 


Windows XP Resource Kit (3rd Ed) 


PRICE £28 ISBN 0-7356-2167-5 AUTHOR The Microsoft Windows Team with Charlie Russel and 


Sharon Crawford SUPPLIER www.compman.co.uk 


TV henever faced by one of these 


7cm thick books from Microsoft 


we have to ask the question, “what's 
the point?” — after all, youte only 
getting the Microsoft side of the 
story and theres no great shortage 
of operating system help available 
free of charge to anyone with half a 
brain and a whole Google page. In 
the case of this 3rd edition of the XP 
Pro Resource Kit, the point is 
threefold: authority, completeness 
and value. The authority is provided 
by the team who are responsible for 
the design, development and 
support of the OS itself The 
completeness is catered for because 
this edition has been totally revised 
and updated for XP Service Pack 2 so 
includes detailed coverage on 
managing and deploying software 
updates, Windows Firewall, wireless 
networking and advanced security 
technologies including boot time 
security. In terms of value, what 
clinches it for us is the included CD 
which makes up the resource kit part 
of the title. As well as a fully 
searchable eBook version of the text, 
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WINDOWS XP 
PROFESSIONAL 





enabling you to troubleshoot any XP 
problem, you also get three other 
eBooks including the superb 
Microsoft Windows Server 2003 
Automating and Customising 
Installations, along with a couple of 
technical encyclopaedias and a total 
of 120 tools and utilities for 
administering Windows-based 
clients and servers. Point made? 
Davey Winder 





DATABASE 


Database Systems (4th Edition) 


PRICE £43 ISBN 0-321-21025-5 AUTHOR Thomas Connolly and Carolyn Begg 


SUPPLIER www.compman.co.uk 


efty would be a good 

description of this book: in 
terms of page count (1,374), price and 
subtitle. Vitally its no lightweight 
when it comes to the quality of the 
content either, within the book or 
online at the Database Place (www. 
aw-bc.com/databaseplace). Buying 
the book also buys you six months 
of free access to the student support 
areas of the site, which provides 
interactive tutorial environments for 
practising database modelling, 
normalisation problems and writing 
SQL queries, as well as graded 
practise questions. As for the book, 
this fourth edition adds an extended 
section covering XML, OLAP and 
data mining, plus coverage of 
Oracle9i and MS Office Access 2003, 
this edition also includes deals with 
updated standards such as SQL:2003, 
W3C (XPath and XQuery) and OMG. 
All that on top of the already well- 
established base of bringing a clear 
introduction to design and 
management issues, comprehensive 
treatment of database languages, 
and running case studies to convey 


SPREADSHEET 





FOURTH EDITION 
TOURTH EDITION "i 


complex concepts in simple terms. 
Indeed, its these examples that 
Catapult it clear of the competition. It 
manages to comprehensively cover 
SQL in three chapters, when others 
write entire books that fail. No 
wonder it has become a standard 
university text. For those aspiring to 
become a professional developer It’s 
as good a Starting point as any, and 
better than most. 

Davey Winder 


Excel 2003 Programming 


PRICE £15 ISBN 0-596-00767-1 AUTHOR Jeff Webb 


SUPPLIER www.amazon.co.uk 











Q) uite apart from the faux coffee 
mug stains on the cover and 
graph paper background on every 
page inside, this is an O'Reilly title 
that departs from the textbook norm. 
Indeed the Developers Notebook is 
pretty much what it claims to be: 
“the often frantic scribbling and 
notes that a true blue alpha geek 
mentally makes when working with 
a new language, API or project”. So 
what you don't get is any waffle, no 
page filling commentary, precious 
little theory and lots of practise. 
Every chapter is built around 
example code; in fact just about 
every page has some code on it 
although this notebook is big on 
example screenshots as well. Dont 
even think about picking this up if 
you are a user of spreadsheets 
looking to squeeze a bit more 
productivity out of Excel: the writing 
is terse and the language one only a 
‘real programmer’ will understand. 
However, if you are that developer 
looking for a no-nonsense and 
example-driven guide to achieving 
specific tasks In Excel 2003 then look 
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Excel 2003 
Programming 
A Developer's 7 
Notebook 
cell Webli 











no further. Each chapter is task 
driven: share spreadsheets with 
SharePoint, work with lists and XML 
data, create secure Excel 
applications, use Visual Studio Tools 
for Office, collect data with Infopath 
and so on. Even the fake notes 
scrawled in the margin instead of tip 
boxes can't dampen our enthusiasm 
for this essential guide. 

Davey Winder 
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PRICE £579 (£493 ex VAT); £623 with 
full kit (£530 ex VAT) 

SUPPLIER www.Cameras2u.com 
0845 330 2688 

INFO www.canon.co.uk 


TYPE Digital SLR camera 
EFFECTIVE PIXELS 8.2million 
APERTURE F3.5-5.6 

FOCAL RANGE 18-55mm 
ZOOM 3x 

STORAGE MEDIA CompactFlash 
type Il 

FILE FORMATS RAW, JPEG 
DISPLAY 1.8in TFT 
INTERFACE USB 2.0 

POWER Li-lon 








GLI 
CANON EOS 350D 


OVERALL 


PRICE £1,600 (£1,361 ex VAT) body 
only; £1,880 (£1,600 ex VAT) with 
featured lens 

SUPPLIER Jessops 0800 652 6400 
INFO www-fujifilm.co.uk 
WARRANTY One year 


TYPE Digital SLR camera 
EFFECTIVE PIXELS 6.1million 
APERTURE f/2 0 

FOCAL RANGE 53mm (35mm equiv) 
ZOOM Optional, no lens supplied 
STORAGE MEDIA xD, CompactFlash 
Type I&ll, Microdrive 

FILE FORMATS RAW, JPEG 
DISPLAY 2.0in TFT 

INTERFACE USB 2.0, FireWire 
POWER 4x AAs 


FUJIFILM FINEPIX S3 PRO 
000000 
Features 00900000 


Performance @©0000000 


Value 


OVERALL 
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AFFORDABLE PROFESSIONAL QUALITY 


Canon EOS 350D 





e used to joke about how PCs 

became obsolete within hours of 
getting them home. Pretty much 
everyone whos bought themselves a 
PC in the last 15 years has missed out 
on one technology or another by a 
matter of days. So we harbour an 
enormous amount of sympathy for 
those in the market for a new digital 
camera, who seem to be battling 
against the very same problem. 

Take last year's Canon 300D. This 
was a milestone: the first sub-£1,000 
digital SLR capable of professional 
quality pictures without an enormous 


Looking for a small, 
light digital SLR? 
Right now, this is 
the one to get. 


price premium. 

In hindsight, It’s 
tempting to write it 
off as a bit ugly 
and lacking in 
certain features, 
but actually it's still 
a perfectly capable 
great little camera. 
The trouble is that 
its successor (yes, the 300D is no 
longer manufactured) is a thousand 
times better. It boasts a better, sturdier 
build quality and a smaller, lighter yet 
still easy-to-handle design. 

Theres also a more complete 
feature set, although admittedly its still 
not as advanced as the similarly priced 
Pentax *istD or Nikon D70, and not just 
market but industry-leading picture 
quality at high ISO values. And to top it 
off, you can buy this high-quality 
camera for a touch less than £600. 

The eight megapixel sensor makes 
surprisingly little difference to the detail 


MASSIVE 12 MEGAPIXEL RESOLUTION 
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fter a decade or more at the top, 

Fujis latest advert for the S3 Pro 
testifies to its concern about the new 
order. As the switch from film to digital 
continues unabated, Fujis gains over 
former rival Kodak for the number one 
film slot have been eroded to the point 
of being irrelevant. Therefore, the 
advert serves as a reminder that Fuji 
has invested heavily in developing its 
own imaging chips. This is especially 
true for the S3 Pro. 

Fuji has drawn some criticism in the 

past for its CCDs, because of the way 





The S3 Pro’s image detail 
is only a marginal step-up 
from conventional APS-c 
six megapixel sensors. 


that they double the 
pixel count through 
interpolation. But now 
the new SR II chip 
boasts 12.34 million 
pixels from two sets of 
different-sized honey- 
combed shaped 
photodiodes. With 6.17 
million S-photodiodes 
and the same quantity of less sensitive 
R-photodiodes, Fuji claims that 
improved shadow and highlight detail 
is achieved when output from both is 
combined in the Wide mode. In effect, 
were back to six megapixels, but with 
wider dynamic range and an 
improvement in tonal detail. 

Thats the theory at least, and the 
S3 Pro produces some of the most 
impressive images, while reducing 
clipped highlights. Fuji still scale 
maximum output to 12 megapixels 
without choice as an enormous RAW 
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thats captured in an image, but since it 
certainly doesnt worsen it, thats 
neither here nor there. For the money, 
you get Canons now-expected rich 
colours and silky smooth resolution. 
Theres so little noise, in fact, were 
tempted to say it's the first camera that 
actually whispers. 

The only real drawback to the 
camera is the slightly clumsy button 
layout. You have to shortcut to the LCD 
menu to change some key settings like 
white balance and ISO levels, and the 
continuous/timer key is too easy to 
catch once your face is close to the 
eyepiece for our liking. All of this, 
however, is fairly easy to live with. It's a 
price worth paying for the quiet and 
fast operation when compared to its 
less-refined predecessor. 

It'S a superb buy, although we urge 
you not to get the kit version with the 
18-55mm EF-S lens; it's just not a very 
good optic for a camera of this quality. 
The only problem? Nikon has already 
responded with a competitor, the D50, 
which we'll be looking at later in the 
summer, and no doubt there'll be 
another one of these next year. But 
then, isn’t that always the case? 
Adam Oxford 


Fujifilm FinePix $3 Pro 


file, but superb colour rendition is still 
achievable using the more economic 
12, or even six megapixel JPEG settings. 
And there lies the S3 Pros appeal. While 
there are new Film Simulation Modes, 
emulating colour characteristics suited 
to portraiture and travel photography, as 
well as AdobeRGB colour space to 
choose from, theres still nothing quite 
as Satisfying as pulling JPEGs straight 
from a camera without the need for 
post-processing. For the utmost quality 
you'll need to shoot RAW, and even 
though Fuji bundles its fully-featured 
HS-V2 software, better results can still 
be had from Adobe Camera RAW. 

In use, the camera performs well, 
but its built using components from 
Nikons film-based F-80, albeit with 
some enhancements. Build quality is 
good, but neither auto-focusing 
response nor handling can compare 
with that of the Canon EOS 20D. And a 
maximum shooting speed of just 2.5 
frames per second (fps) dropping to 
14fps in Wide mode will lessen its 
appeal. Despite this, few cameras will 
reward the user with such great tonality 
and colour, but it comes at a price. 
Kevin Carter 


EXTREME PERFORMANCE NOTEBOOK 





ell isnt a manufacturer readily 
associated with cutting-edge 
kit. Dependable? Yes. 


Affordable? Sure. But cutting edge? Not 
obviously, at least not beyond its 
manufacturing facilities. Such thinking is 
about to be turned on its head though, 
as the Dell Inspiron XPS is quite 
possibly the most advanced and 
powerful laptop to ever makes it way 
through the PC Plus labs. 

First impressions are mixed. The 
large 1/in widescreen display lends 
itself to a sizeable footprint, and it 
isn't the thinnest notebook either. 
This creates an image that is similar to 
the Clevo chassis used by the likes of 
Mesh and AJP for their Pentium 4 
desktop replacements, although it isn't 
quite as bulky as those systems. 

The positive side to using a chassis 
this large, apart from the size of the 
screen of course, is the amount of 
Space available to components. Dell 
has used this space to build on the 
standard notebook cooling mechanism, 
which has meant that the fastest 
components can be used. You will, for 
example, find the fastest spin of the 
Pentium M in this machine, running at 
a cool 2.15GHz. This chip operates on a 
533MHz front side bus, and is joined by 
an impressive 1GB of fast DDR2 533MHz 
RAM. A 100GB hard drive should 
provide ample space for work, while 
the inclusion of an 8x DVD+RW means 
that shifting around data, in its various 
forms, isn't too difficult either. 

This core is powerful and versatile, 
but the real highlight of the machine is 
the graphics subsystem. Notebooks 
have been catching up with desktops 
for some time now, and the Inspiron 
XPS takes this to its logical conclusion, 
and actually manages to surpass most 
desktop solutions. 

Dell has exclusive use of the 
GeForce Go 6800 Ultra in this machine, 
and if you've got any designs on 
gaming, prepare to be blown away by 
the capabilities of this mobile-centric 





Dell Inspiron XPS 
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PRICE £2,291 (£1,949 ex VAT) 
DELIVERY Included 

SUPPLIER Dell 0870 907 5818 

INFO www.dell.co.uk 

WARRANY One year, return to base 


CPU Intel Pentium M 770 (2.13GHz) 
RAM 1GB DDR2 533MHz SDRAM 
CORE LOGIC Intel 915P 

HDD 100GB Fujitsu (4,200rpm) 
DRIVES NEC 8x DVD+RW 
GRAPHICS 256MB NVIDIA GeForce Go 
6800 Ultra 

SOUND SigmaTel C-Major AC'97 
SPEAKERS Stereo 

COMMS 802.11b/g Wi-Fi, Gigabit 
Ethernet, 56k modem 

PORTS 6x USB 20, 4-pin FireWire, 
10/100/1000 Ethernet, 2x Audio, VGA, 
TV-Out, DVI-Digital, SD Card Reader, 
PCMCIA Type Il slot 

OS Windows XP Home Edition SP2 
OTHER SOFTWARE Dell Picture 
Studio V2.0, Sonic RecordNow! Basic, 
Sonic MyDVD, CyberLink PowerDVD 
DIMENSIONS 394x288x42 

WEIGHT 3.9Kg 


BATTERY LIFE 


205m 


The $700 looks fairly stylish, but the picture quality is poor by comparison, particularly 
when you consider the power driving this picture. 


core. Clocked at 450MHz, the 12 pixel- 
pipeline and 5 vertex shader engine of 
Nvidias premium chip is significantly 
faster (1S50MHz no less) than the 
straight GeForce Go 6800. This equates 
to a staggering performance boost, 
with figures that are comparable to 
high-end desktops based around Alis 
X850 XT and NVIDIAs desktop rendition 
of the GeForce 6800 Ultra. 


A graphics powerhouse 

In terms of performance, youTe looking 
at smooth rendering with access to all 
the effects and options that you could 
hope for. The likes of Doom 3 will 
happily throw around over 60fps at the 
highest supported resolution of 
1,600x1,200, although the lack of a 
widescreen resolution does defeat the 
point a little. 3DMark 2003 and 2005 
show the raw power on offer though, 
with scores of 11928 and 5,079 — 
impressive stuff, and ridiculously so for 
a notebook. Such high performance 
isn't limited to just graphics-centric 
loads either, the MobileMark 2002 
index of 235 is remarkable and one of 
the fastest results we've ever seen. 


The unusual 
lid design 
enables you 
to slot in your 
own pictures. 


Despite the sheer scale of the 
Inspiron XPS, this is a desktop 
replacement that actually does a good 
job of providing enough stamina to 
keep going while you are on the road 
(or more probably on tails). We've come 
to expect negligible battery lives from 
these 17in monsters, but this actually 
manages a respectable two hours and 
five minutes from a full charge with the 
screen at full brightness. Admittedly, 
this is hardly troubling ultra portables 
out there, but its very impressive for a 
machine of this size and power. 


Minor flaws 
If this all seems a bit glowing, then 
wed unapologetically say that this is 
because its one of the most powerful 
notebooks we've ever seen. It isnt 
without its problems though. The native 
resolution of 1,920x1,200 is something 
of a double-edged sword. Those 
editing images and designing in 
general will welcome the desktop 
Space, but for normal work this screen 
is a little too small for such a high 
resolution. While there are workarounds 
for the ridiculously small text sizes, a 
more sensible resolution of 1,680x1,050 
would have been a better solution. 
The single lamp screen suffers from 
distracting reflections in brightly lit 
areas, although the X-Black style sheen 
does render films and games 
beautifully in the right setting. The fact 
that the Inspiron XPS weighs less than 
4Kg works in its favour, particularly 
when most 17in desktop replacements 
weigh closer to 6Kg. This, coupled with 
the ridiculously strong performance and 
great overall specification make it a 
power users dream. lts a shame it's so 
expensive really. 
Alan Dexter 


PCPlus 


MOBILEMARK2002 
0 75 150 225 300 


L L L A | 


aaa) 
a no ee ee ee ee ee | 


1.4GHz PENTIUM M, 512MB RAM, 
855GME CHIPSET, 40GB 4,200RPM HDD 


2GHz PENTIUM M, 1GB RAM, 
855PM CHIPSET, 80GB 5,400RPM HDD 
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PHOTO PRINTER FOR THE SEMI-PRO 


PRICE £350 (£298 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER ViewSonic 01293 643900 
INFO www.viewsoniceurope.com/uk 
WARRANTY Three years 





PRINT RESOLUTION 5,760x1,440dpi 
PRINT SPEED 13ppm mono, 
6.5ppm colour 

INPUT TRAY CAPACITY 120 sheets 
MEDIA SIZES A3, A4, A5, B5, C6, A6, 
12in CD 

INTERFACE USB 20, IEEE 1394, 4x 
memory card slots 

DIMENSIONS 615x737x457mm 
WEIGHT 11.7Kg 


EPSON PHOTOSTYLUS 


Value 00000000 
Features RAAKA Ks) 
Performance @©00000000 


s the darkroom dead? Like digital 
photography, digital printing has 
developed to the stage where locking 
yourself in a spare cupboard in the 
dark and playing with thermometers 
and jars full of toxic chemicals now 
seems pointless and antiquated. The 
latest crop of A3 printers should put the 





Black-and-white 
prints look muted, 
but blown-up colour 
snaps look great. 


final nail in the coffin 
of the old approach. 
Epsons new A3 
model is a case in 
point. Designed 
as an A3 version 
of the R800, it 
produces high quality 


colour output thats better than most 
wet processes can manage. Using 
Epsons archival papers, print longevity 
is Supposedly around a century, which 
should be enough for most people. A 
built-in card reader means that you can 
print directly from a camera, and 
FireWire (traditional on Epsons, but 


ACCURATE BUT SLOW PHOTO PRINTER 


PRICE £399 (£340 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER HP 0845 270 4222 
INFO www.hp.com/uk 
WARRANTY One year 





PRINT RESOLUTION 4,800x1,200dpi 
PRINT SPEED Up to 19ppm mono, 
0.9ppm colour 

INPUT TRAY CAPACITY 80 sheets 
MEDIA SIZES A3, A4, A5, B5, C6 
INTERFACE USB 2.0, Ethernet, 4x 
memory card slots 

DIMENSIONS 700x500x304mm 
WEIGHT 11 8kg 





HP’s 8750 includes an 
extra blue ink which 
results in much improved 
colour accuracy. 


colour photography. 

Mixing in greys 

produces finer 
shading potential than 
deep black inks can 
manage, and the extra 
blue helps improve 
colour accuracy. This 





HP PHOTOSMART 8750 


Value 00000000 
Features 009000000 


he 8/50 is HP's new take on the 
low-end of the photo professional 
market. At the price, its not a casual 
purchase. For the money you get 

HP's new nine ink system, which 
includes extra blue and grey shades 





might seem like hype, but the HP's 
Strength is the quality of its output, 
which is superb for both photography 
and fine art printing. Longevity is 
quoted at /3 years, which is less than 
the Epson and may limit the printers 





Performance @©000000 
OVERALL 8) 





that are supplied in three separate 
three-ink cartridges. These make a 
difference for both black and white and 


Head-to-head comparison 


So how do the two compare? The 
difference is simple: the R1800 is 
aimed at the amateur to semi-pro, 
while the HP 8750 is aimed more at 
the semi-pro to professional user. 
For print quality, the HP nudges 
ahead of the Epson, especially for 
fine black-and-white work. For the 
latter, it's possibly the best A3 printer 
you can currently buy. For colour, the 
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difference in quality is more subtle, 
the HP produces images with a 
touch more saturation and more 
convincing yellows. But both printers 
will benefit from calibration. Once 
that’s performed there's very little 
difference, with both producing 
durable gallery-quality output. 

Basic ease of use of both printers 
is similar. Although both have card 


fine art applications. 


Physically, the printer includes the 


usual selection of card slots for instant 


slots, these are best used for snaps; 
serious photography always needs a 
developing and enhancement stage. 
Also, only the Epson can print on 
CDs. And cost is even more of a 
factor. HP’s use of three multi-ink 
cartridges is just plain wasteful. 
Speed is another downside. 
However you look at it, the HP’s high 
quality of output is balanced by the 


Epson Photostylus R1800 


Bi 


4 
PEREORMANCE 


becoming an odd choice now) means 
that print speeds are decently quick, 
even with the best colour quality. 

Three drawbacks mar the package. 
The first is that using the supplied 
profiles, yellows are rather muted, 
which means that some photos lack a 
little zing unless you compensate in 
Photoshop. Similarly the lack of a grey 
ink means that black and white photos 
tend to look a little cool, lacking a level 
of fine shading. Finally, the supplied 
driver CD is packed full of shovelware 
items of dubious value. 

The R1800 is a very good colour 
photo printer, but a little less convincing 
for black-and-white and fine art 
printing. It'S overkill for a home office, 
but if photography is a serious hobby, 
this is a serious printer that will fulfill 
most of your needs. 

Richard Wentk 


HP Photosmart 8750 


printing without a PC — severely limited 
by the fact that the preview LCD is 
mono only — and also a very useful 
Ethernet connector. Wi-Fi is available as 
an optional extra. Another optional 
extra is a Gretag Macbeth colorimeter 
which, for an additional £80, can be 
used to profile the output for near- 
perfect colour accuracy. 

The supplied software (really just 
one big driver) includes none of the 
filler-ware of the Epson. Instead, you 
get basic but useful tools for simple 
image correction and resizing, and 
some diagnostic and maintenance 
options. One final point to note is 
speed — in that there isnt any. This is a 
very slow printer indeed. In tests, it took 
more than twice as long as the Epson 
for the same output resolution. This is 
the one problem that lets this printer 
down the most. 

Richard Wentk 


fact that prints ooze rather than 
shoot out of it. 

If you want high quality colour A3 
output, you can’t go wrong with the 
Epson, but in both black and white 
and colour the HP wins by a nose. 
Whether or not it’s worth the extra 
time and money will depend on 
whether you're printing primarily for 
fun or profit. E 








PRICE £999 (£850 ex VAT) 
DELIVERY £40 (£34 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Evesham 0870 160 9700 
INFO www.evesham.com 
WARRANTY lwo years on site, three 
years return to base 


CPU 2.8GHz Intel Pentium D (dual- 
core) 

RAM 1GB 667MHz DDR2 

CORE LOGIC Intel 845G 

HDD 250GB Maxtor (7200rpm) 
DRIVES Sony 16x DVD+RW, dual-layer, 
Sony DVD-ROM 

GRAPHICS Integrated Intel GMA 950 
SCREEN 19in Viewsonic (1,280x1,024) 
SOUND Integrated Intel Azalia 
SPEAKERS 71 Creative I-Trigue 3400 
COMMS 56K Modem, Gigabit Ethernet 
PORTS 6x USB, IEEE-1394, 2x 

P/S2, Serial, Parallel, D-Sub, Audio, 
Headphones, Mic 

OTHER HARDWARE None 

OS Microsoft Windows XP Home 
OTHER SOFTWARE Roxio Media 
Creator 7 Microsoft Works 8, Trust AV 





Albeit a large cooler, 
Intel's first dual-core 
procesor does not need 
excessive cooling. 
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ATHLON XP 3200+, 512MB RAM, 
NFORCE2 CHIPSET, 40GB 7200RPM HDD 


3.8GHZ PENTIUM 4, 1GB RAM, 
925XE CHIPSET, 2X 250GB 7200RPM HDD 
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Features 











INTEL DUAL-CORE PC 





t first glance, Intels initial dual- 
core PC processor family, 
the Pentium D desktop 


series, doesn’t compare favourably 
with the AMD opposition. For sure, 
the flagship Pentium D 840 Extreme 
Edition suffers a comprehensive 
spanking at the hands of AMD's 
deeply impressive Athlon 64 X2 4800+ 
(see page 33 for our full review). But 
thats not the whole story, 

Crucially, the cheapest dual-core 
AMD chip for the desktop, the Athlon 64 
X2 4200+ is likely to weigh in 
around the £300 mark. In 
isolation, that sounds like a 
good deal — it's a great 
CPU, after all. But compared 
with the probable £150 
asking price of the entry-level 
Pentium D 820, it looks awfully 
expensive. You would have to 
be seriously keen on the extra 
power of AMD's solution to justify 
the extra cost. 

Which is exactly 
where this Evesham 
desktop machine 
Steps in. By pricing its 
debut dual-core 
chips so aggressively, 
Intel has given 
system builders the 
opportunity to hit 
thoroughly 
mainstream price 
points. Thats great 
news for buyers on a 
budget, as you gain 
all the benefits of 
dual core computing 
without the hefty 
price premium that normally comes 
with the latest technology, 

With that in mind, the £999 sticker 
price of this Evesham machine is a 
whisker more than we were hoping for. 
Making matters worse, were not 
convinced Evesham has spent that 
£1000 budget wisely. Granted, the basic 
specification is reasonable enough. 
Based on Intel's 945G chipset, the 
cheaper of the two new dual-core 
supporting platforms, this system packs 
the aforementioned Pentium D 820 
processor, running at 2.8GHz. Despite 
the unspectacular clockspeed, all round 
performance is impressive. Not only 
does this bargain basement dual-core 
Pentium have the better of its higher- 
clocked single-core siblings in multi- 
threaded applications (we recorded a 
time of 3 minutes and 14 seconds in 
our Windows Media Encoder test 
compared with 3 minutes 3/ for a 
3.8GHz Pentium 4 570 single-core chip). 
But also, no single-core chip, however 
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fast, can compete in terms of 
responsiveness, when running more 
than one CPU-intensive task. Even in 
conventional tests designed with 
single-core CPUs in mind, such as 
Futuremark’s PCMark2004, this system 
performs well. A score of 4,/93 is very 
handy indeed compared with the 5,000 
or so an AMD Athlon 64 FX-55 is 
capable of, and remember thats a 
£600 processor. Some credit for this 
snappy performance should also go to 
the Maxtor hard drive Evesham has 
specified. Spacious at 250GB, It's a 
decent performer thanks to a spindle 
speed of 7200rpm and a health 16MB 
of cache. Add-in a dual layer Sony DVD 
burner, 1GB of system memory and a 
decent 19in Viewsonic LCD monitor, and 
you would think Evesham has a winner. 


Costly memory 
Sadly not. For starters, Evesham has 
decided to specify pricy 66/MHz DDR2 
system RAM. In theory, thats a sensible 
idea. When running 533MHz memory, 
Intels current DDR2-supporting chipsets 
fail to compete with AMD's 400MHz 
DDR1-powered Athlon 64 platform in 
terms of memory bandwidth. In 
practice, however, our bandwidth test 
result of 4105MB/s proves that until 
Intel increases the 800MHz front side 
bus speed of its mainstream desktop 
products, configuring fast and 
expensive memory is a waste of 
money. We also suspect it's the 
premium paid for that pricey RAM that's 
forced Evesham to cut a few corners in 
other areas. 

The most damaging is the decision 
to go with Intels integrated video chip. 
Admittedly, this isn't a system aimed at 

















The Evesham 
Evolution DD is well 
assembled, but the 
anonymous chassis 
is a noisy beast. 


gamers, so the lowly 3D performance (it 
manages just lOfps in Doom 3 at a 
resolution of 800x600) isn't a major 
issue. But in the year 2005, we think it’s 
unacceptable for a £1,000 system to 
lack both a DVI monitor interface and 
any kind of video-out for connecting to 
a television set. For office use, the lack 
of video-out may not be a serious 
drawback. But all users will suffer from 
the soft and slightly washed-out image 
quality thats a consequence of the 
VGA-only monitor port. It's especially 
infuriating when you consider the 
quality of the monitor Evesham has 
plumped for. 


Under-powered viewing 

The Viewsonic VX912 is a perfectly 
decent performer, with snappy 8ms 
pixel response times, very respectable 
brightness and viewing angles and, 
you guessed it, both VGA and DVI 
inputs. Theres no doubting this monitor 
performs significantly better when 
driven on a pure-digital DVI signal. 
Mercifully, the motherboard does offer 
a 16-lane PCI Express graphics port 
enabling a video upgrade. But the truly 
pitiful 250 Watt power supply Evesham 
have chosen will significantly limit the 
choice of graphics card. 

While were driving the knife home, 
we may as well have a whinge about 
the system chassis. It's solid enough 
and neatly finished, but it's a 
thoroughly joyless and pathologically 
anonymous steel and plastic mini- 
tower affair that will date in seconds 
sitting on your desk. A little more of an 
aesthetic surprise and delight for your 
£1,000 would be very welcome indeed. 
Jeremy Laird 





HIGH-POWER RACK SERVER 


Evesham SilverEDGE 1000SCR 





ow-profile rack servers are in 
big demand for a wide range 
of applications, but a key area 


they've only started to address this 
year is power redundancy, It's taken this 
long to be supported mainly due to the 
amount of redesigning required to 
accommodate the larger hot-swap 
power bay. Internal real estate in 1U 
rack servers is always at a premium 
and this has required a substantial 
redesign of the motherboard and the 
location of critical components to 
ensure cooling isnt restricted. 

The SilverEdge 1000SCR is an 
all-Supermicro solution, comprising its 
SC-814 chassis and the latest X6DHP-IG 
motherboard. It comes complete with a 
pair of 560W hot-swap power supplies 
and although the bay does eat up 
internal space, Supermicro has neatly 
Stepped round this with another 
well-designed motherboard. It's 
narrower than standard rack server 
boards; note that it is a proprietary 
format and is designed to fit only this 
chassis. Cooling is always a concern in 
rack servers, but the large bank of five 
dual-rotor fans is up to the challenge 
and the entire assembly is mounted in 
rubber blocks. Supermicro often comes 
in for some flack over high noise levels 
in its rack servers, but in this case once 
the fans had settled down after initial 
power up, we found it to be reasonably 
quiet for once. The dual 2.8GHz Xeon 
processors are located right behind the 
fan modules and fitted with solid 
passive heatsinks, whilst further back Is 
a bank of six DIMM sockets. The price 
includes 1GB of slower PC2/00 memory 
and although the board has an Intel 
E/520 chipset in residence, this version 
doesn't support DDR-2 memory. 

Storage features are impressive, as 
you get a quartet of 320GB Western 
Digital SATA/150 hard disks. It gets 
better though as these are fitted in 
hot-swap carriers and RAID is featured 
on the review system as well. Standard 
SAIA services are handled by a quad- 
port Marvell controller, which is linked 
neatly to the hard disk backplane via a 








PRICE £2,760 (£2,349 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Evesham Technology 
08707 29 0908 

INFO www.evesham.com 
WARRANTY Three years on-site 






CPU 2x Intel Xeon 2.8GHz EM64T 
RAM 1GB PC2700 DDR SDRAM 
CORE LOGIC Inte! E7520 

HDD 4x 320GB Western Digital 
WD3200 SATA/150 

HDD CONTROLLERS Marvell quad- 
port SATA/150 

ADAPTEC 2020 ZCR SATA 
RAID controller 

DUAL ATA /100 
NETWORK Dual Intel 
Gigabit Ethernet 

OTHER 2x 560W hot-swap 
power supplies 


The high-powered SilverEDGE 1000SCR is ideal for more demanding environments, and 
it’s low profile only adds to the appeal. 


single cable. A vertical riser card 
converts the PCI-X slot to a horizontal 
mount and this is home to the latest 
2020SA ZCR (Zero Channel RAID) 
controller from Adaptec, which comes 
with 64MB of cache memory and 
supports RAID-0, -1, -10 and -5 arrays 
plus hot-swap and hot-standby drives. 
Other expansion options are available, 
as you can forsake the PCI riser card 
and use the supplied PCI Express 8x 
version instead. This area represents 
the only downside of the extra power 
supply as a butterfly riser card can't be 
used as theres not enough room for a 
second PCI or PCI Express card. 


Server management made easy 
General server management is 
reasonably well catered for, as 
Evesham includes Supermicros oddly 
named SuperO Doctor Ill utility which 
provides remote browser access to the 
server. It may not be as well-equipped 
in terms of features as the 
management tools provided by 
companies such as HP and Dell, but it's 
still capable of presenting plenty of 
operational information about the 
server. The utility maintains an 
inventory of system components and 
you can select those you want to 
appear in the summary page, 
alongside. You'll need a large screen to 


Storage is one of the 
Evesham SilverEDGE’s 
main strengths. 


view the health information page. As 
you get individual speedometer dials 
for all 14 cooling fans, plus a further 11 
gauges for voltages and temperatures. 
Event monitoring is good, as thresholds 
can be applied to all components and 
if breached, pager and email messages 
can be generated. This also applies to 
the chassis intrusion switch and both 
power supplies. The open source VNC 
software Is used to enable the server 
to be accessed and controlled from a 
remote browser session and you can 
force the server to shutdown or reboot. 
Access can be strictly 
controlled by creating 
user profiles that 
determine what features 
they can use, and the 
utility can also create 
reports in CSV format on 
areas such as system 
information or alerts. 
RAID arrays can't be 
included in Supermicros 
utility, but you do get 
Adaptec’ own Storage Manager, which 
enables the controller, hard disks and 
arrays to be locally or remotely 
monitored. It provides plenty of 
information from a slickly designed 
interface, plus good wizard-based 
assistance, and its alerting options are 
particularly good. With Adaptec’s 
Notification Manager, warnings can be 
added to the system log and broadcast 
to selected remote workstations. Email 
alerts can be sent to any number of 
recipients and you can decide on the 
level of information sent to each one. 





Hot-swappable power 
should decrease down-time. 


With more than 1.2TB of SATA f PCPlus ratings — — o) 
storage, the SilverEDGE 1000SCR makes EVESHAM SILVEREDGE 
a tempting proposal. This system offers 1000SCR 


a fine specification for the price and 
integral RAID and power fault tolerance 
makes it a good candidate for mission 
critical applications. 

Dave Mitchell 
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PRICE £1,528 (£1,300 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER FalconStor 01727 86 5626 
INFO wwwfalconstorcom 


CPU 550MHz or faster 
RAM 256MB minimum 
OS Windows Storage Server 2003 


FalconStor offers a smart 
software solution that adds 
iSCSI capabilities to a standard 
NAS appliance running 
Windows Storage Server 2003. 
It's not as complex as some of 
the competition and provides 
good access controls to iSCSI 
targets plus on-line capacity 
expansion. Optional features 
are extensive, allowing the 
appliance to deliver top fault 
tolerance and strong data 
protection as well. 
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Logical units are represented to 
the network as iSCSI virtual 
disks and can be expanded 
on-the-fly. 


FALCONSTOR SERVER iSCSI 
STORAGE SERVER 
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POWERFUL iSCSI STORAGE MANAGEMENT 





ompanies looking to build a 
© SAN (storage area network) are 

now faced with two options 
and their choice could come down 
simply to what their budget is. FC (fibre 
channel) products have always been 
overpriced, making them a very poor 
option for small businesses. 
Furthermore, the storage industry has 
done nothing to dispel the belief that 
FC SANs are complex to manage. This 
gives the iSCSI (Internet SCSI) protocol 
an ideal opportunity to move in, as it 
allows companies on a tight budget to 
build an IP SAN for a fraction of the 
cost of an FC equivalent. 

There are many software solutions 
on the market that allow you to turn a 
server into an iSCSI target device, but 
FalconStor takes the simplest approach. 
The Windows version of its iSCSI 
Storage Server simply installs as a 
plug-in on appliances running 
Windows Storage Server 2003 
(WSS2003). Those already familiar with 
WSS2005 wont have any problems as 
it merely adds a new iSCSI tab to the 
remote management interface. 

We've seen a wide range of iSCSI 
target solutions appearing over the past 
year but many only offer a basic set of 
features. FalconStor delivers an 
impressive range of target capabilities, 
Strict access controls and a wide 
selection of optional features. This 
makes setting up iSCSI targets quite 
fiddly, but once you 
understand the required 
Steps it's simple enough. 
As our test appliance was 
fitted with five 250GB 
SATA hard disks, all looked 
after by an AMCC 
Escalade 9000 MultiLane 
controller, we needed to 
sort out our hardware 
RAID requirements first. 
The next job is to create 
storage pools, which are 
to be used when setting up iSCSI 
virtual disks or logical units (LUs). 
Storage pools can consist of an area on 
a single disk or multiple disks. The pool 
is then split up into required LUs, and 
each one can be expanded on-the-fly 
into any unused space in the pool. 





Portal creation 

Next, portals need to be created and 
assigned to specific IP addresses on 
the appliance. If your appliance has 
multiple network adaptors, you can 
create a portal for each one allowing 
clients to access targets over different 
network connections for improved 
performance. Each client's iSCSI initiator 
also needs to be identified and 


FalconStor iSCSI Storage Server 
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The iSCSI plug-in integrates seamlessly with WSS2003 and adds a new tab to the 


standard management interface. 


assigned to 
logical units, 
and to do this 
they must log 
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on to the 

appliance ae 
before it will diiil 
identify and 


add them to a 
list ready for 
selection. We 
used Microsoft's 
freely available 
initiator v1.06 
software, and 
after logging on 
to the selected 
iSCSI target, we could access and 
configure the new disk space from the 
Disk Administrator as though it were a 
locally attached drive. The biggest 
benefit of this method is that only 
clients that have been declared to the 
appliance can access the iSCSI targets. 
For performance testing we used a 
five disk RAID-5 array on the appliance, 
created a single iSCSI target and logged 
on to it from one initiator over a Gigabit 
Ethernet portal. Using the open source 
lometer utility we assigned two disk 
workers to the drive; and using 64KB 
transfer requests, 10 outstanding |/Os 
and a 100 per cent sequential read 
Operation, we Saw an average transfer 
rate of 91.5Mbps. This is on a par with 
the more costly hardware iSCSI 
appliances such as those from 
Overland Storage and Adaptec. 
FalconStor also has many optional 
features. For an extra £975 you can 
licence the mirroring feature. This 
allows logical units to be mirrored to 
other storage devices within the same 
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Initiators must be declared to the 
appliance first before access rights to 
storage can be configured. 


appliance, so if the primary disk fails 
the secondary takes over. A bonus of 
mirroring is that you can break a mirror, 
if required, and promote the secondary 
drive to an independent LU thats a 
perfect copy of the original. The 
replication option takes snapshots of 
LUs to a remote iSCSI appliance. If the 
primary LU is lost, the replica can take 
its place. FalconStor's support for 
Microsoft's Cluster Services also allows 
two appliances to be configured in 
failover or fallback modes. 

The main competition to FalconStor 
comes from DataCores SANmelody, 
which offers many good features, but 
is complicated to use. Initial set up of 
iSCSI Storage Server is a lot easier. 

Its also worth noting that although 
FalconStor only supports WSS2003, it’s 
planning on releasing a Windows 
Server 2003 version. 

Dave Mitchell 





PRICE £50 (£43 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER wwwiinspire.com 
INFO wwwilinspire.com 


CPU 800MHz or faster 
RAM 128MB minimum 
(256MB highly recommended) 


Linux brought to the desktop in 
its easiest ever form. Following 
many patterns laid out by 
Windows, but in an open- 
source form, Linspire takes 
most of the pain out of 
switching OSes. The only 
potential problems are the 
reliance on Click-And-Run, and 
the relative stability of many 
included applications. 
Windows, we're sorry to say, 
still has the advantage. 


FT 


Lphoto and iTunes ... whoops 
we mean Lmusic wear their 
inspirations on their sleeves. 
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WINDOWS INSPIRED LINUX OPERATING SYSTEM 








inux has largely been bowing 
out of stores of late, with 
projects either moving to 


entirely free downloads (Ubuntu, 
Mepis, and so on), or changing their 
names (Mandriva), or simply 
disappearing from site (Red Hat). 
Linspire, formerly Lindows, is one of the 
last to actively go after your credit card, 
complete with the kind of shiny 
marketing and packaging to appeal to 
people who really don't want to spend 
Saturday night typing ‘make install’. 

However, while Linspire has 
certainly come on in leaps and bounds 
from its earlier releases, theres still a 
long way to go. We tested it not from 
the point of view of a hardcore Linux 
user with a love of solving challenges, 
but as the average person in the street; 
the relative you might buy a copy for 
instead of Windows. Immediately, we 
hit a snag: an installation program that 
insisted on either eating our whole 
hard drive, or having a preconfigured 
partition to jump into. If youre not 
ready to make that leap, you’ instantly 
snookered; and for no good reason 
with programs like Qtparted on hand to 
resize NTFS partitions. 

The rest of the installation was 
seamless, with all hardware correctly 
identified without so much as a dialog 
box. Theres no fumbling with 
frequency settings or network settings 
windows, as everything just worked 
from the very start. Linspire is still going 
to have trouble with certain types of 
Winmodems or USB 
wireless adaptors, but 
overall, the hardware 
support is superb. The 
one problem we had with 
our equipment came 
from the keyboard which, 
for no apparent reason, 
threw a fit every time we 
typed an apostrophe, 
making for some very 
stilted IM conversations. 

Once past the 
installation, Linspire is effectively a 
Debian-based distribution, running KDE. 
The file system has been rewritten to 
include directories that any Windows 
user will be familiar with, including My 
Documents and My Music, with all the 
pre-installed products renamed (Mozilla 
is now the Linspire Internet Suite, while 
VolP/messaging tool PhoneGAIM has 
become ‘Instant Messenger’). You also 
get two custom-coded applications, 
Lsongs and Lphoto, both of which are 
blatant copies of Apples iTunes and 
iPhoto tools, but no less useful for it. 

While most of the applications are 
the standard tools you would expect in 


Linspire 5 


yo 9 


a 


= 
fa) 


PE Ei 





The Click-And-Run Warehouse has all the standard Linux packages, from OpenOffice.org 
to Frozen Bubble, with automatic updating built-in. 


any Linux distro, 
Linspire has applied 
its own nips and 
tucks throughout. 
OpenOffice.org, for 
example, now 
defaults to .doc files 
instead of its own 
.SXw format, while 
Mozilla is pushed as 
your central hub for 
browsing and mail 
rather than pushing 
you to KMail. 


Easy does it 
The highlight of Linspire is undoubtedly 
the Click-And-Run warehouse. Unlike 
most Linux distributions, you never 
have to compile anything from scratch 
or worry about having all the libraries, 
you just click the button and sit back as 
the software installs itself and puts 
icons on your Launch and Menu bars. 
You get a year's worth of access to this 
with your purchase, which is tied to 
your username/password rather than a 
specific machine. Linspire has no serial 
numbers or product activation to 
prevent you installing it on multiple 
machines, and happily presents you 
with a list of all the products you've 
downloaded in the past, making it a 
matter of minutes to kit out a new PC. 
The only potential catch here is 
finding the software in the first place. 
We needed an FIP client, one of the 
most basic of all Internet tools, but the 
only entrant in the FTP ‘aisle’ was 
Limewire, a file-sharing program. Its not 
hard to get around this problem, thanks 
to a built-in search tool, but could 





Click-And-Run is as easy as it sounds, 
with no chasing after libraries required to 
get software up and running. 


potentially be tricky if you dont know 
exactly what youre looking for. 
Needless to say, the usual packages 
like GCC are on hand to compile any 
other software you need from scratch, 
but most of the time, you'll be sticking 
firmly with the options in CNR. Most of 
the available selection is free software, 
but there are a few commercial 
programs as well, including a legal DVD 
player, StarOffice, and a virus scanner, 
which you have to pay for separately, 

All together, its a great package for 
new Linux users, although clearly you're 
not going to get the same 
understanding of the system that you 
would with even a standard home 
desktop like SUSE or Mandrake. 

Assuming you already know how to 
install software and find your way 
around, theres not much you need, 
but unlike almost every other distros 
out there that's rather the point. 
Richard Cobbett 








PRICE £92 (£78 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER www.broadbandbuyer. 
co.uk 0870 766 5175 

INFO www.netgear.co.uk 
WARRANTY INFO One year 


TYPE MIMO wireless router 
COMPATIBILITY 802.11b, 802.119 
FREQUENCY 2.4GHz 

OPERATING CHANNELS 13 
RANGES 160m (approx) 

SECURITY 64-bt, 128-bit WEP 

WPA, NAT, SPI firewall, MAC address 
authentication 

CONNECTIVITY 1x WAN Ethernet, 4x 
10/100Mbps LAN Ethernet 
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PRICE £999 (£850 ex VAT) 

SUPPLIER Nexon Technology Ltd 
020 8002 9693 

INFO www.thenexon.com 
WARRANTY One year, return to base 


CPU Infrant 32-bit RISC IT3107 NSP 
RAM 128MB PC2700 SDRAM 

HDD 4x 250GB Western Digital 
WD2500 SATA/150 

HDD CONTROLLER Infrant NSP 
supports RAID-0O, -1 and -5 

ZOOM Optional, no lens supplied 
NETWORK Cicada Gigabit Ethernet 
OTHER Supports CIFS/SMB, NFS, 
AFP protocols, Genie Backup Manager 
Pro software (Lite) bundled 
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ou might remember we reviewed 
Belkins True MIMO Pre-N wireless 
kit at the back end of last year. Nearly 
six months later, were starting to see 
competing kits finally emerge, bleary 
eyed, from the cocoon of labs around 
the globe. Netgear joins the party with 
its RangeMax products, which function 
with all the same principles; dual 
802.11g channels producing huge 





NAS FOR BUSINESS 





hen Buffalo Technology launched 

its TeraStation (see storage group 
test, PC Plus 228) it set a new standard 
for small business NAS (network 
attached storage) appliances by 
delivering 1TB of storage at an 
unbelievably low price. The NexonNAS 
1000 from newcomers Nexon 
Technology doesn’t manage to beat 
this price related feat, but it does still 
have a few tricks up its sleeve. 

Along with the magical 1TB of SATA 

(Serial ATA) storage, a key feature of this 
compact box is support for hardware 





NexonNAS 1000 


What about those improvements in 


garish re It's throughput and 
mele ona increased range — 
the basis for 2006 


802.11n standard. By the time you read 
this, well also have MIMO samples 
from Linksys, Buffalo and 

D-Link too — and we'll be sure to look 
at them in future issues. However, you 
should bear in mind that, while these 
kits will still work, they're likely to be 
superseded this time next year with 
kits sporting the draft specification 
proper of the 802.11n standard 

So what of the Netgear? Unlike the 
Belkin kit, which used Airgo technology, 
Netgear has turned to its regular 
chipset supplier, Atheros, to produce 
the guts of its MIMO range. Its 
AR5QO5VL VLocity chipset is the first 
MIMO design to also be supplied in an 
802.11a/b/g version, although the 
WPN824 is only b/g. 

Netgear has also partnered with 
new firm Video54, which has invented 
the patent-pending BeamFlex antenna. 
Unlike other current and up-coming 
MIMO systems, it doesn’t have any 
external antennae. Video54 claims 20dB 
of additional gain over existing 
antennae, but throughput over distance 





It doesn’t beat the 
TeraStation’s price, 
but the NexonNAS is 
still impressive. 


managed RAID arrays. 
The NexonNAS 1000 
achieves this by utilizing 
an IT310/ network 
Storage processor 
developed by Infrant 
Technologies. Internal 
build quality is good 
and the hard disks are a 
lot easier to replace than 
those in the TeraStation. The Linux- 
based OS comes on a separate 64MB 
CompactFlash card leaving all hard disk 
Storage available. Iwo USB 20 ports are 
also provided but are only used for 
connecting compliant printers, wireless 
access points and UPSs. 

Nexons RAIDar utility smooths out 
installation and the web browser 
management interface is easy to 
navigate. The appliance also scores 
highly on security and access control 
features. Three security modes are 
supported with the basic Share mode 





gear RangeMax WPN824 


is broadly similar, with just under 
42Mbps of actual throughput and 
around 20 to 30 per cent drop-off 
when taken to an outside location. By 
now, you'll have noticed the ‘pit’ in the 
centre of the router. There are seven 
garish blue LEDs under this lid that 
predictably flash as data passes 
through your network. 

Of course, to get the most out of 
any MIMO network, you have to be 
using adaptors compatible with the 
same chipset; and we recommend you 
don’t mix manufacturers either. To test 
this router, we used Netgear’s WPN511 
PC card and the WPN111 USB 2.0 
adapter. The WPN311 PCI adaptor is also 
available. 

Bear in mind that the pricing 
compares with Belkins True MIMO. So, 
should you buy one? Again, the 
argument is all about range in our 
eyes: throughput is obviously 
important, but its unlikely you would 
come close to maxing-out the 
throughput of a MIMO router, especially 
when downloading from the Internet. 
Want the increased range? Fair enough, 
but with the requisite adaptors, it turns 
into a rather expensive business. 

Dan Grabham 
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restricting network access with an 
optional password for all users. The 
User mode allows you to restrict access 
by username and group membership, 
while Domain mode can access a 
Windows domain controller and use 
Active Directory Services to authenticate 
users. Storage usage controls are also a 
cut above the rest as different disk 
quotas can be applied dependant on 
the security mode. User and Domain 
modes, for example, allow disk quotas 
to be applied to individual users. 

Back-up options are also impressive 
as local snapshots take point-in-time 
copies of selected volumes, although 
these will cease to function if their 
reserved space is used up. Workstation 
backup is also covered nicely, with 
Genie Backup Manager Pro Lite 
enabling users to select their own data 
and secure it to the appliance. 

Along with a high storage capacity 
and low price the NexonNAS 1000 is 
offering a lot of features that other 
manufacturers will be hard pushed to 
match, making it a good business 
choice if performance and security are 
also key requirements. 

Dave Mitchell 








TECHNOLOGY SPECIAL 


nForce4 SLI for Intel 


Intel jumps on the dual graphics card bandwagon, with a bit of help from Nvidia 


nForce4 SLI for Intel Architecture 
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Nvidia used a second SPP 
chip with a memory 
controller, and moved the 
PCI Express interfaces onto 
this from the MCP. 


Benchmarks 
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3DMARK 2003 198070 
DOOM3 (1,280X1,024) 97 
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ntel may have led the way 
with PCI Express via its 915 
and 925X Pentium 4 chipsets, 


but it was the AMD platform which saw 
the first exciting innovation for the new 
interface: Nvidia nForce4 SLI. Despite 
being a technology with a premium 
attached, the old 3dfx idea, updated by 
Nvidia, promised unfeasibly high 
framerates with virtually any game. 

But Intel couldn't join the party. 
Although its 915, 925X, and 925XE 
chipsets support up to 20 PCI Express 
lanes, these are split between a single 
16x slot connected to the Northbridge, 
and up to four 1x slots on the 
Southbridge. The 16x Northbridge 
interface cant be partitioned into two 
8x channels as with Nvidia's nForce4, 
and running a second graphics card off 
a 1x slot on the Southbridge isn't fast 
enough. Intels latest E7525 ‘Tumwater’ 
Xeon chipset can run two graphics 
cards at once, as it has a 16x and 
a 8x PCI Express interface on the 
Northbridge, but none of Intels own- 
brand Pentium 4 chipsets are officially 
capable of SLI. 

So, realising it was 
missing out on one of 
the big headlines of 
the last year, Intel 
licensed Nvidia to 
release a version of 
nForce4 for Intel 
Pentium 4 CPUs. This 
should come as no 
Surprise to regular 
industry watchers. 
After all, the Xbox is 
basically a Pentium Ill 
PC running on an 
nForce chipset. Nvidia has had an 
ongoing relationship with Intel, and has 
had supporting technologies on the 
backburner for most of Intels chips. 

The biggest difference between 
nForce4 SLI for Intel and the AMD 
version hinges around the fact that 
AMD64 processors have a built-in 
memory controller. So with the Athlon 
64 version of nForce4 SLI, the chipset 
consists of just one MCP (Media and 
Communications Processor) chip, which 
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Intel has licensed 
Nvidia to release a 
version of nForce4 for 
Intel Pentium 4 CPUs. 


contains all the PCI Express links: 
Gigabit Ethernet, Serial AIA, USB 2.0, IDE, 
PCI, and audio in one package. This 
then communicates with the Athlon 64 
processor via a HyperTransport bus 
operating at 1Gbps in either direction. 

With the Intel version, Nvidia has 
reverted to a more traditional two-chip 
set-up. The MCP takes the usual 
Southbridge role, and the SPP (System 
Platform Processor) operates as a 
Northbridge, again connected via a 
HyperTransport link to the MCP The MCP 
part of nForce4 SLI for Intel has all the 
same functionality as the AMD version 
— except for PCI Express. The latter is 
included in the SPP but unlike the Intel 
915 and 925X chipsets’ Northbridges, 
theres a 16-lane interface which can 
also be split into two 8x channels, as 
with the AMD Nforce4 SLI, plus three 1x 
PCI Express interfaces and the 
all-important memory controller. This 
supports DDR2 memory up to 66/MHz 
PC2-5400. The SPP talks to the Intel 
LGA//5 processor via a traditional Front 
Side Bus, operating at up to 1066MHz. 

To see if nForce4 SLI for Intel was 
up to the standard set by the AMD 
version, we put an Nvidia reference 
system through its paces. This sported 
twin Nvidia GeForce 6800 Gls and a 
blistering Pentium 4 Extreme Edition 
running at 3./3GHz. This was allied with 
1GB of PC5400 DDR2 memory. 

The 3DMark03 and 05 scores of 
1980/7 and 8,032 respectively compared 
well with the Asus A8N-SLI Deluxe 
review (PC Plus 225, p42), which 
coupled an Athlon 64 3800+ and two 
GeForce 6800 Ultras. With just a single 
6800 GI, we achieved 3DMark03 and 
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05 scores of 11,878 and 
4951, showing the benefit of SLI. 

We also benchmarked Doom 3 for a 
real world comparison. At 1,280x1,024 
with maximum detail, Doom 3 saw a 
jump from /5.5 frames per second with 
a single card to 9/1 with SLI, and at 
1,600x1,200 the gain was an even more 
sizeable leap from 52.3 to 85 frames per 
second. As a final test, we ran our 
regular SYSmark 2004 application 
benchmark. This returned an 
impressive score of 253. An equivalent 
system using a 3./3GHz Pentium 4 
Extreme Edition but on Intel's 925XE 
chipset could only manage 211 overall, 
showing that nForce4 is good for 
everyday application performance, too. 


Goody bag 
Performance isnt the only benefit of 
running Intel on nForce4. You also get 
all the regular Nvidia goodies, such as 
the ActiveArmor hardware Firewall 
technology, and MediaShield. Nvidia's 
nTune is also supported, for optimising 
your PC configuration automatically. 
Allegedly, the Nvidia nForce4 will 
even accommodate dual-core 
processors. However, it's worth bearing 
in mind that Intel's latest 955X chipset 
also supports dual 16x PCI Express 
Slots, and Intels own D955XBK 
motherboard will incorporate two of 
these. Early reference samples offered 
two 16x slots, but only one was full 16- 
lane — the other was just 4x. SLI 
verification is yet to arrive as well. So, 
the Nforce 4 SLI for Intel seems as good 
as it was for AMD — a premium chipset 
for a premium performance boost. 
James Morris 





THE ALTERNATIVE WEB BROWSER 





Opera 8 


he days when Opera was the 
only credible alternative web 
browser client to Internet 
Explorer died when Mozilla Firefox 
arose from the ashes of Netscape. Not 
only did Firefox build on the Opera 
feature set, but it added to it in spades. 
Firefox also has the advantage of being 
free — unlike Opera, which forces 
served banner advertising on to users 
unwilling to pay to remove them. The 
Mozilla/Firefox browser brand now has 
a market share of about 8.5 per cent 
depending upon the reports you read, 
while Opera remains at around the one 
per cent level. So what does Opera 8 
do differently that might change this 
State of affairs? 

Well for a start it's the smallest of 
the browser triumvirate at just 3./MB for 
the basic Opera download. Opera 8 
also outperforms both Firefox and IE in 
terms of speed, with the quickest start 
up and page rendering times. By 
loading the textual content of any 
HTML page before it has been styled 
by the CSS style sheet, Opera shows 
you what's on the page quicker than 
the competition. Our initial test results 
compare very favourably to those 
posted at www.howtocreate.co.uk/ 
browserSpeed.htnil. If browsing speed 
is important to you, then Opera 8 leads 
the field. Back in the real world, size 
and speed aren't everything, security Is. 
However, in this regard Opera 8 (and 
Opera generically for that matter) also 
outperforms its rivals. The respected 
Secunia security advisories site (Www. 
secunia.com) reveals that Internet 
Explorer 6.x has 19 out of 80 advisories 
remaining unpatched, Firefox 1.x has 4 
out of 15, and Opera 8 a clean slate of 
0 and 0. Opera 8 has added a security 
toolbar that shows the name of the 
organisation which owns the security 
certificate for the site you are visiting. 
However, we still prefer the third party 
approach, such as SpoofStick (www. 
corestreet.com), which instead cuts 
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PRICE £23 (£20 ex VAT) 

SUPPLIER Opera Software +42 2416 
4000 (NO) 

INFO www.opera.com 


CPU 100MHz or faster 
RAM 16MB RAM minimum 
OS Windows 95 or later, Linux 
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Opera is a web browser that 
concentrates on speed and 
security. There's a free version, 
but it costs £23 to remove the 
annoying and unsightly banner 
ads. Version 8 brings a 
refreshed interface and new 
navigation features. 
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The security bar clearly shows the site’s certificate owner, and more information about 
the site is only a click away — but frustratingly, it’s not phisher proof. 


through the more common phisher trick 
of URL obfuscation to display the real 
URL of the site you are looking at. 

Also new is a redesigned user 
interface that provides Opera with the 
largest usable screen estate of any 
browser client. By applying a ‘slim and 
clean’ approach to menus, toolbars and 
general design Opera 8 has increased 
the web browsing window size. This 
focus on functionality doesn't stop 
there though. Catering for both 
physical/motor and visual problems 
Opera has introduced a voice option. 
You need to download the voice 
libraries however, as they are not 
included by default, the reason being 
that the small footprint selling point 
would suffer a little from the additional 
10Mb. Once installed though, you get a 
superb text-to-speech reader, and also 
the ability to control Opera itself by way 
of voice commands. If you hate 
horizontal scrolling, you'll love the ‘fit to 
window’ feature which does just that. 
Theres even a pretty decent password 
manager built in, the ‘wand’, which 
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The ‘Fit to Window’ feature does away with all of that annoying horizontal scrolling by 
resizing the content to fit on-the-fly without affecting readability at all. 


cuts down on third party utility clutter. 
Best of all is the fact that you get all 
this functionality (voice commands 
apart) out of the box and without the 
need for downloading plug-ins. 

Of course, Opera 8 isn't just a web 
browser its also an email client. The 
M2 component does everything youd 
expect, including multiple account 
support with both POP3 
and IMAP spam 
filtering, newsgroup 
and RSS/Atom feed 
integration and so on. 
We like the full text 
index/search function 
which makes message 
retrieval a breeze, and 
the fact that its all 
database driven. Theres 
also good Google 
Gmail support. 

But where Opera & falls down Is in 
gaining the support of the web 
community. Far more sites refuse to 
work properly when using Opera (even 
with the default ‘pretend to be MSIE 6’ 
option) compared to Firefox. Few refuse 
to load; they just didn’t work as 
expected. This isnt the fault of Opera, 
which is the most standards-compliant 
browser around, but rather the result of 
market forces. With a 90 per cent share 
everyone makes sure their sites work 
with Internet Explorer, and with 8.5 per 
cent few can afford to ignore Firefox. 
Because Opera remains a small fish in 





The voice functionality is worth 
the download for the superb 
text-to-speech rendering. 






a big pond, its not on the to do list of ( PCPlus ratings ] 
some developers. This, combined with OPERA 8 

the fact that relatively few people want CHERDD 

banner ads in their browser, leaves 


Opera with a very hard fight on its 
hands in the battle of the browsers ... 
Davey Winder 
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FULLY 64-BIT PC 





ully 64-bit PCs have finally 
arrived. Strangely, the ones 
we've seen so far havent 


been particularly exciting. Last month, 
we reviewed a system from Watford 
Electronics running Windows x64 on an 
Athlon 64 3500+. The trouble was that 
system featured on 512MB of RAM, and 
therefore failed to take full advantage 
of the 64-bit potential. 

For its first x64 machine, PC Next 
Day has done far better in the memory 
department, ploughing in a full 2GB. 
This is a wise decision, as one of the 
main improvements with 64-bit 
computing is memory performance. 
The reasons behind this are explained 
in detail in our ‘64-bit is here’ feature 
Starting on page 114. Suffice to say that 
theres now a real point in you investing 
in more than 1GB of RAM. 

However, in this case, PC Next Day 
has opted for the lowest-specced of 
AMD's Athlon 64 processors, the 3200+. 
This means that once again, the 
performance Is less than cutting-edge. 
We should point out that the relatively 
small manufacturer does sell versions 
of this system with faster chips, but we 
can only review the machine that’s in 
front of us. If the Zoostorm Starter PC 
(don't get us started on the name) was 
priced around £150 lower, we could 
excuse the lack of processing power. 
However, £881 isn't really cheap these 
days, so wed expect at least a 3400+. 

Were still waiting for a patch that 
makes SYSmark 2004 x64 compatible, 
and no one has yet come up with an 
alternative 64-bit application-based 
benchmark; see the On Test Intro on 
page 31 if you want to feel our 
frustration on that score. Were therefore 
forced to make do with SiSoft Sandra's 
synthetic benchmarks to test CPU and 
memory performance. The Zoostorm 
managed 98/1 MIPS in the CPU 
arithmetic benchmark, and 23,156 it/s in 








Possibly the greatest bonus associated 
with 64-bit computing is extensive 
memory performance. 


the CPU Multimedia floating point test. 
These figures probably mean very little 
to most of you. The point ts, they’te not 
much better than youd expect from a 
32-bit 3200+, and fall well short of the 
3500+ Watford machine. 


The wider issue 
As you would expect with 2GB of RAM 
on-hand, memory bandwidth is 
drastically improved: 5,5/6MB is a 
tremendous result. In terms of overall 
system performance, this set-up is 
actually a better proposition than a 
marginally faster processor with less 
memory, as you don't end up with a 
bottleneck in the RAM. However, we 
would much rather not have to 
compromise anywhere. 64-bit PCs will 
last you well into the future, so you 
should be willing to pay a bit extra for 
a fast CPU and plenty of RAM. 
For many users, though, 
performance isn't an Issue, 
as a 32-bit system will run 
any application they own 
without a hitch. It’s vital 
that any forward-looking 
machine also provides the 
extra mods and cons that 
we expect from a modern 
PC. Unfortunately, PC Next 
Day has cut a number of 
corners in an attempt to 
keep costs down, and is 
left with an offering that in 
way a feels old-fashioned. 
Look at the optical 
provision, for instance. It’s 
unheard of these days for 
a manufacturer to only 


PC Next Day Zoostorm 3200+ 


PC Next Day 

didn't supply 

the monitor for 
photography. However, 
rest assured that it 
does come for free! 





provide one drive, as So many people 
are interested in transferring data 
across media. What's more, the single 
drive in this case Is a bog-standard 
DVD+RW; theres no dual layer support, 
no Lightscribe compatibility — nothing. 
Peripheral devices are also a bit 
lacking. You don't get any speakers at 
all for your £881, and the AOC monitor 
is far from top-of-the-range. 

It's not all bad news. A 200GB hard 
drive is Spacious enough for most 
users, and while a GeForce FX 6600GT 
graphics card may not excite a serious 
gamer, its a speedy enough provision 
in a budget machine. A score of 1,998 
in 3DMark 2005 puts it squarely in the 
mid-range category. 

The nForce4-based motherboard is 
also a strong offering, providing with it 
Gigabit Ethernet, plus plenty of space 
for upgrade potential. However, you'll 
find that any in-case meddling is foiled 
by a decidedly user-unfriendly case. In 
order to remove the side panel, you 
have to take off the front first, and 
then work on a couple of very fiddly 
screws. The casess contents are neat 
enough once you get to them, but 
were used to much easier thumb 
screws and hinges. 

As weve mentioned, PCND 
produces a couple of higher-specced 
versions of this system, so we perhaps 
shouldn't be too harsh on it for its 
choices here. However, wee surprised 
that it can't produce a sub-£900 
machine that ticks more of the most 
important boxes. As a showcase of 64- 
bit potential, this is disappointing. 
Russell James 





PRICE £881 (£750 ex VAT) 
DELIVERY £7 (£6 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER www.pcnextday.com 
INFO www.pcnextday.com 
WARRANTY Three years on-site 


CPU 2.2GHz AMD Athlon 64 3200+ 
RAM 2GB DDR400 

CORE LOGIC Nvidia nForce4 

HDD 200GB Maxtor (7200rpm) 
DRIVES AOpen 6v DVD+RW 
GRAPHICS Nvidia GeForce FX 
6600GT 

SCREEN 17in AOC LCD (1,024x768) 
SOUND Integrated nForce4 
SPEAKERS None 


COMMS 56K Modem, Gigabit Ethernet 


PORTS 6x USB 2.0, 3x IEEE 1394, 


Serial, Parallel, 2x P/S2, VGA-Out, DVI-I, 


S-Video, Audio-out, 2x Headphones, 
2x Mic 

OTHER HARDWARE None 

OS Windows XP Pro x64 Edition 
OTHER SOFTWARE CyberLink 
PowerDVD, Nero Express 


PCPlus 


3DMARK 2005 


0 2,500 5,000 7500 10,000 


1,998 


an ee ee ee ee ee a EENE | 





PC NEXT DAY ZOOSTORM 
WINDOWS 64-BIT 3200+ 
STARTER PC 

laue 0000000 


PCPlus 231 | July 2005 











ANY STYLE MUSIC ARRANGER 





eaders of a certain age will 
remember when you could 
buy massive console-sized 


electric organs with three keyboards, 

a huge assortment of — sometimes 
very literal — bells and whistles, and 

a handy all-electronic auto- 
accompaniment feature that made 
‘boom boom chikka chikka’ noises in a 
variety of exciting musical styles. Like 
rhumba, bossa nova and cha cha. 

Band in a Box is far, far cleverer 
than those old furniture-sized 
monsters, but it seems to have come 
from a planet in a solar system closely 
adjacent to them. The live performance 
aspect has been toned down and 
replaced instead with mouse and 
QWERTY keyboard-driven features that 
help you produce impressive MIDI 
arrangements. The basic selling point is 
very simple: type in a chord sequence, 
select a few options, and out comes 
an arrangement in any of hundreds of 
different musical styles. If typing in 
chords is too much effort, you can also 
load in a MIDI file and it will analyse 
the chord progressions for you. If you 
have a GM/GS software module 
installed, Band in a Box will pump out 
the MIDI information needed to get 
some music out of it. If you don't, you 
can hook it up to a keyboard via MIDI 
or benefit from the surprisingly decent 
sounds available from the Edirol 
SoundCanvas softsynth thats supplied 
with the package. 

While this sounds impressive 
enough, Band in a Box can do a lot 
more. You can of course change the 
instrumentation to use different 
sounds. There are also melodist and 
soloist modules which can improvise 
a lead line over your chosen harmony. 
All the features are controlled with 
downloadable style files. The MegaPak 
version we reviewed comes with a CD 
full of these, but you can also buy the 
much cheaper basic edition and pay 
for just the ones you want. 


Sheet music 

In terms of output, there are various 
printing and display options that can 
produce lead sheets that include lyrics, 
chord symbols and tablature for guitars 
and other stringed instruments. You 
can even split the harmony lines to 
make brass arrangements easier. 
Making notation changes for 
transposing instruments is easy, and 
lyric tools make it easy to add words 
both onscreen and on a printout. Plus, 
theres also a karaoke mode. Audio 
output possibilities include applying 
your chosen harmonies to a sampled 
WAV recording. 


PG Music Band in a Box 
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Rest easy, you don’t need to know how to read music to begin mucking about on the 
Band in a Box. However, some knowledge of chord names is an advantage. 


Este) 





Notation in music is always full-screen, 
and therefore large and easy to follow. 


The interface is rather busy but it’s 
not so hopelessly obscure that a 
beginner wont get started fairly quickly. 
You won't need to be able to read 
music at all, in fact, but you will need 
to have some knowledge of chord 
names. The MegaPak comes with a 
couple of CDs of animated video 
tutorials, which take a while to watch 
but provide a very good introduction to 
all the packages features. 

In the end its the quality of the 
output that counts. Theres a dizzying 
range of styles, and there are hours of 
fun to be had exploring what, for 
example, Mozart sounds like reworked 
in the style of Celine Dion. But overall 
the musical content sticks like a limpet 
to bland Americana in assorted R&B, 
country, jazzoid and MOR pop flavours. 
Theres far more jazz than anyone 
should ever have to listen to, and 
although there are forays into metal 
and hip hop, they never quite convince 
in the way the mainstream efforts here 
do. There's no sign at all of electronica, 
trance or house. 

If youre a fan of the former styles, 
then Band in a Box is a must-have. It's 
an extremely clever piece of software 
that can produce jaw-droppingly 


accurate soundalike 
versions of styles you 
can hear on the radio 
all the time. You can 
use It creatively, and 
you can also use it as 
a pub backing band 
while you play and 
sing over the top. If 
you have other 
sequencing software 
or music hardware, it's 
a good scratch-pad 
for ideas that can be worked up into 
more ornate arrangements. If youre a 
songwriter, its well worth the money as 
an idea generator. 

Educationally its a hit too. If you're 
ever asked to arrange or write in one of 
the styles it offers, it provides a very 
quick and easy cheat-sheet solution for 
you. While the notation 





PRICE £199 (£170 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Et Cetera 0870 873 8731 
INFO www.pgmusic.com 


CPU 100MHz or faster 
RAM 256MB minimum 
OS Windows 95 or later 


Very impressive music creation 
potential let down a little by 
unadventurous style options. 
This deserves to be a big hit on 
the pub gig and cover band 
circuit, where it almost offers a 
band in a box. However, some 
more adventurous style options 
and an acknowledgement that 
there’s music outside of 
Nashville would help. 





isn't always as clear as 
it might be — it gets a 
little squashed and 
busy in dense 
arrangements — it still 
offers a useful back-up 
for sight-reading 
practice and all-round 
musical literacy. That 
said, its impossible to 
use the harmony and 
other arrangement 
options without learning a great deal 
about musical structure. 

But PG Music could really do with 
updating the package and broadening 
the range of styles it produces. Visually 
and sonically it seems very 1990. This 
may not bother its current target 
audience, but PG Music would sell a lot 
more copies if they made it look and 
sound less bland, and more 
adventurously up-to-date. 

Davey Winder 
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Clap along with this fun 
percussion page and click on 
the instruments to play them. 
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PRICE £159 (£135 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER RemObjects Software 
INFO www.chromesville.com 


CPU 1OOMHz or faster 
RAM 32MB minimum 
OS Windows 98 and higher 
OTHER VS.NET 2003 or later 


Object Pascal may be in for 
something of a revival among 
mainstream developers, thanks 
largely to Chrome from RemObjects. 
This intriguing new language is 
currently available for .NET, offers 
many powerful new language 
enhancements, and a Mono 
version is also in the pipeline. 


REMOBJECTS CHROME V1.0 
00000000009 
Features 0090000000 


Performance @0000000009 








Value 


OVERALL 


PRICE Free with source code 
SUPPLIER Mitov Software 
+1 805 552 0701 (US) 

INFO www.mitov.com 


CPU 1OQOMHz or faster 

RAM 32MB minimum 

OS Windows 95 and higher 

OTHER Delphi 5 or better, C++ Builder 
5.0 or better 


Ever fancied trying your hand at 
soldering but didn’t want to burn 
your fingers? OpenWire is the safe 
software equivalent, providing an 
innovative open source architecture 
for interconnecting multiple VCL 

or CLX components together in an 
intuitive and flexible fashion. 


OPENWIRE VERSION 2.4 
000000 
Features 00900000 


Performance @©000000 


Value 


OVERALL 
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POWERFUL NEW LANGUAGE 
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AJ the time of writing, Borlands 
stock price looks like it's on a 
journey to the centre of the earth, while 
the newsgroups are full of stories 
relating how Delphi 2005 is almost as 
good as Delphi 7 once you strip all the 
NET support out. Perhaps its time to 
abandon Pascal altogether and make 
the move to C#? 

Then again, perhaps not. The 
Object Pascal cavalry has just ridden 
over the hill in the shape of 
RemObjects Chrome. This is an all-new 
language compiler with some very 
impressive features. At the present time, 


INTUITIVE DELPHI PROGRAMMING 


OpenWire Version 2.4 





Fewer Lr 
i. — 


O°” a VCL/CLX programmer 
takes a group of unrelated 
components and ‘glues’ them together 
into a single cohesive whole by 
interconnecting them via event 
handlers. For example, whenever a 
TTimer component ‘fires’, this typically 
invokes an OnTimer handler which 
might then be used to move the 
position of a progress bar. Clicking a 
button invokes an OnClick handler 
which might then clear a list box. 
That's all good and well, but 
wouldn't it be cool if you could do 





RemObjects Chrome v1.0 


Chrome makes it 
possible to try out 
the new generics 
support in .NET 2.0. 


you can download 
a fully functional 
and totally free 
command line 
version of the 
compiler, which 
will enable you to 
get a feel for the 
language without 
committing your 
wallet. If you want more, theres a trial 
version of Chrome for Visual Studio.NET 
which integrates seamlessly into 
Microsofts flagship IDE and effectively 
puts Chrome right beside C# and 
VB.NET, as one of the supported .NET 
languages within the IDE. This includes 
a form designer, debugger support, 
code completion and all the other 
goodies youd expect from a fully paid- 
up .NET programming language. Reach 
for your cheque book if you want the 
full enchilada. (Note: there is a 
competitive upgrade price for existing 
Delphi developers). 


The most impressive 
aspect of OpenWire is the 
part that’s not available - 
the graphical editor for 
visually interconnecting 
components. 


something similar 
without writing any code 
at all? OpenWire enables 
you to make a step in 
that direction, but there 
is a major caveat 
involved. OpenWire Is an 
open-source architecture 
for VCL and CLX 
components, and 
introduces the concept of input and 
Output pins, as would be familiar to 
any electronics engineer. 

The basic idea is that you can link 
disparate components together by 
connecting the output pin of one 
component to the input pin of another. 
This is a concept that has been around 
for a few years. For example, the highly 
respected Multimedia tools component 
suite from Swift Software (www. 
swiftsoft.de) lets you not only join 
assorted audio components together 
on Delphis design-time form, but you 





Speaking of which, it needs to be 
stressed that Chrome is not Delphi! The 
Chrome language is not intended to be 
Delphi-compatible and in many ways, 
really starts where Delphi leaves off. 
Although the current release is targeted 
primarily at VS.NET 2003 (.NET 1.1), it will 
install and work very happily with the 
current beta release of VS.NET 2005 
(NET 2.0). As an example of what can 
be done, check out the article on 
generics programming on the 
Chromesville website, but make sure 
youre using NET 2. 

Even if youre sticking with VS.NET 
2005 for now, there are still lots of new 
goodies. Chrome includes intelligent 
namespace support, a terrific design by 
contract’ facility (similar to that used in 
Eiffel) and many other enhancements 
intended to make an Object Pascal 
developers life easier. RemObjects 
(creators of Chrome) are currently 
working on a port of the compiler to 
Mono, which offers the tantalising 
possibility of running Chrome 
applications on a Mono-supported 
platform, including Linux and Mac OS X. 
Eat your heart out Borland, you've got 
a lot of catching up to do. 

Dave Jewell 





can also see those connections at 
design-time through visual linkups on 
the form. 

This is what OpenWire is supposed 
to do, eventually. As it stands, the 
concept is very powerful, enabling 
each component to implement multiple 
input (sink) pins and output (source) 
pins. The architecture lends itself well 
to audio or video processing, or indeed 
any system where something has to 
pass through transformations. The 
concept is general enough to represent 
a manufacturing process, for example. 

However, OpenWire currently lacks 
the graphical editor that enables you to 
see the links between interconnected 
components on the design-time form. 
In other words, it lacks the functionality 
built into the Swift components. It's not 
clear whether other developers will 
have to pay to get the editor (the 
website refers to it as a forthcoming 
‘oroduct’) and without significant third- 
party support, Were not convinced that 
OpenWire is going to fly. On the positive 
side, you can build the OpenWire 
technology into your own commercial 
components without restriction. 

Dave Jewell 
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PRICE £1,299 (£1,106 ex VAT) 
DELIVERY £15 (£13 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Sony 0207 365 2947 
INFO hittp://vaio.sony-europe.com 
WARRANTY One year 


CPU 1.7GHz Pentium M 740 

RAM 512MB DDR333 

CORE LOGIC Inte! 915PM 

HDD 100GB Toshiba (4,200rpm) 
DRIVES Pioneer 8x DVD+/-RW 
GRAPHICS Nvidia GeForce Go 6200 
(128MB) 

SCREEN 15.4in WXGA (1,280x800) 
SOUND 71 Intel Azalia 

SPEAKERS Stereo (external stereo 
supplied) 

COMMS 802.11b/g Wi-Fi, 10/100 
Ethernet, 56K Modem 

PORTS 3x USB 2.0, 4-pin FireWire, 
PCMCIA Type II, Memory Stick Pro, 
VGA-out, headphones, mic (supplied 
docking station adds: 4x USB 2.0, 
VGA-out, optical-out, headphones, 
Stereo-in, S-Video-in, composite-in, 
RF-in) 

OTHER HARDWARE Docking station 
adds analogue TV tuner 

OS Microsoft Windows XP Home 
OTHER SOFTWARE Click to DVD, 
DVGate Plus, Image Converter 2, 
InterVideo WinDVD, Norton AntiVirus, 
Microsoft Works 8, Sonic RecordNow, 
Adobe Acrobat Elements 6, Adobe 
Photoshop Elements 3, Adobe 
Premiere SE, Sony VAIO Zone 
DIMENSIONS 364x265x36mm 
WEIGHT 2 9Kg 
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1.4GHz PENTIUM M, 512MB RAM, 
855GME CHIPSET, 40GB 4,200RPM HDD 


2GHz PENTIUM M, 1GB RAM, 
855PM CHIPSET, 80GB 5,400RPM HDD 
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SONY VAIO VGN-FS215Z 
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HOME ENTERTAINMENT NOTEBOOK 


Sony VAIO VGN-FS215Z 


wo areas of computing have 
been consistently hot for the 
past two years: laptops and 


home entertainment. In theory, 
therefore, a product that 
combines those two spheres 
should fly off the shelves. 
However, producing an 
entertainment-focused 
notebook that's actually worth 
Owning is a tricky business. The 
two major types of content that 
you need to cater for are film 
and music. This makes the 
display and speakers the two most 
important components. Considering 
that no notebook boasts a screen 
bigger than 17in, and even the best 
mobile speakers are extremely weak in 
comparison to their static cousins, 
you're not on the most solid ground. 
This is probably why only Toshiba has 
taken any serious steps in this 
direction, with its innovative but 
imperfect Qosmio range. 

Sony has looked at the problem 
from a slightly different angle. Rather 
than trying to cram all the functionality 
of an entertainment PC into a notebook 
chassis, it has built some of the key 
components into a docking station, put 
together some external speakers, and 
combined the whole lot in one part- 
notebook; part-desktop package. At 
£1,299 this costs a good deal less than 
many of Sony's standalone laptops, 
and also comes in around £200 under 
Toshibas similarly-specced Qosmio F10. 
This focus on price is unusual for Sony, 
but it's vital in a product that will mainly 
appeal to those on limited budgets 
such as students, who don't want to 
splash out on separate television, film 
and music hardware. 

The docking station is an extremely 
effective extra. It adds a number of hi-fi 
connections, including S-Video and 
composite. Most importantly, though, 
this is where the TV tuner is housed. 
Seeing as this particular component is 
actually of very little use on the road, it 
makes sense to build it into the static 
component instead, freeing up valuable 
space in the thin and light body of the 
notebook itself. 

Unfortunately, the external speakers 
aren't quite as clever. They do offer 
greatly improved clarity and power over 
the majority of built-in rivals, but they 
still fall some way short of a decent set 
of desktop speakers. Considering that 
you can buy two satellites and a 
subwoofer from the likes of Creative for 
around £50, theres no reason why you 
should make do with this provision. 

Sony's approach also fails to 
address the problem of the display. 


BATTERY LIFE 
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The FS215Z is more than just a laptop. A docking station and external speakers are 
thrown into the mix, for an all-encompassing multimedia experience. 





The VAIO’s slim chasis is possible due to 
the tuner being in the docking station. 


Don't get us wrong, the FS215Z boasts 
possibly the brightest, clearest display 
we've ever seen in a notebook. The 
second generation X-Black technology, 
with dual back-lighting and an anti- 
glare coating on the panel, produces 
levels of contrast and sharpness that 
have to be seen to be believed. 
However, its still only a 154in screen. 
Ideally, youd like your television to be 
around twice that size. 


Carry on carrying 

The dazzling brightness also impacts 
on this machines portability, That 
lightweight chassis suggests that you 
may want to treat this as a proper ultra- 
portable — an idea thats supported by 
the Centrino sticker under the keyboard. 
However, the drain on the battery of 
that dual backlight means that youre 
unlikely to get a full train journey out of 
it. Our tests revealed an average 
battery life of little over two hours, 
which contributed to a Mobilemark 
2002 score of 116. If you push the 
screen to full brightness — which you 


may well want to do 
when youte watching a 
film, for example — the 
lifespan drops to around 
an hour-and-a-half, which 
Is NO use. 

This isnt intended as a 
powerful office or games 
machine, and the main 
components are pretty 
mid-range. A 1.7GHz 
Pentium M is a perfectly 
Capable processor, and 
512MB of DDR333 RAM is fine for most 
applications, but the 915PM chipset is 
capable of supporting far faster 
processors and up to 2GB of DDR2 
RAM. Graphics-wise, you get the 
GeForce Go 6200. Were surprised at 
how few manufacturers are using the 
more powerful 6600, although this chip 
is well-suited to thin and light 
machines. A 3DMark2003 score of 2,496 
shows that the FS215Z is better suited 
to less demanding games, such as 
sports titles, than first person shooters. 

The one internal component that 
cant be questioned is the 100GB hard 
drive. Never before have we seen such 
a huge capacity in a laptop. This is 
hugely useful in an entertainment- 
focused machine, as it enables you to 
store hours of recorded TV or a vast 
amount of MP3 songs. 

Sony has made a fair stab of 
getting around the problems associated 
with entertainment-led notebooks, and 
the £1,299 price tag is extremely fair. If 
you really want to watch television on 
a laptop, this is the one to buy. 
However, the core problems of a small 
screen and weak speakers remain. 
Russell James 








Sony Vegas interface explained 


Track widgets 

You can insert video effects, 
show and hide effects 
automation, and solo/mute 
your video track here 


Track list 

Video layer opacity is 
controlled with the 
slider, which is unusual, 
but works very well 


Effects list 

It’s a good list, but 
some top-end eye- 
candy effects haven't 
been included 


Window tabs 

Select which option you 
would like to appear in 
the sub-editing and 
effects window. 





PRICE £440 (£375 ex VAT) Vegas 6 + 
DVD Architect 3 

£299 (£255 ex VAT) Vegas 6 only 
SUPPLIER Supplier SCV London 
020 8418 0778 

MVS Digital Limited 0845 456 0801 
INFO hittp://mediasoftware. 
sonypictures.com 


CPU 1GHZz or faster 
RAM 512MB minimum 
OS Win 2000 or later 


Vegas 6 + DVD Architect 3 
offers a package of high-end, 
fast and very responsive and 
creative video editing, with 
not quite so high-end DVD 
authoring. This is more of 

a slipstream release than a 
major update, and if you have 
an older version of Vegas 5 
there's not much reason to 
upgrade unless you work 
professionally with HD video. 
Similarly, the DVD authoring 
has been refreshed rather 
than rewritten, although home 
and semi-pro users will find 
the changes are slightly more 
significant and appealing. 
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Toolbar 

This mostly sets the 
editing mode. You can 
customise it with 
further options 
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COMPLETE VIDEO-EDITING/AUTHORING SUITE 


Sony Vegas 6 + DVD Architect 3 


nd so the mighty Vegas 
returns once again with a new 
version, and an equally shiny 


and new release of DVD Architect 
trailing in its wake. Sony has done well 
to establish these two products on the 
professional map, while also keeping 
the price low enough to keep the pair 
in play with the low-end markets. A big 
part of the appeal comes from the 
speed and versatility. 


The UK advantage 

So whats changed? In the UK, the 
biggest change Is the price. Internet 
downloads and a ferocious pound to 
dollar rate were killing business for UK 
distributors. They've responded by 
cutting back the price to bargain levels. 
This may be bad news for them, but it's 
great news for UK buyers because 
Vegas is now officially a steal. 

Changes to the featureset are rather 
more modest. The biggest addition is 
the arrival of support for high definition 
(HD) formats (see ‘Give me definition’ 
for more details). Given that HD isn't yet 
being broadcast in most parts of the 
world, this is a smart pre-emptive 
move thats mostly going to interest the 
pro market. For home users, even 
those with HD camcorders, its rather 
less relevant because serious HD work 
raises the system requirements so high 
theyre out of the reach of most high 
end domestic PCs. Still, for the pros that 
want it, Vegas includes HD capture, 
editing and playout, to and from a 


variety of possible sources including HD 
cameras and monitoring devices. 

In fact monitoring has been 
improved all round, with better support 
for dual-monitor systems and control 
over interlacing and colour profiles. 
Professionals will also be interested in 
other enhancements, including support 
for Broadcast Wave (BWF) and AAF 
(Advanced Authoring Format) file 
formats. These make it easier to 
exchange project information between 
platforms, but will be of limited appeal 
for casual users. In terms of editing, the 
biggest change is the arrival of nested 
projects. You can now pull in an entire 
VEG project to a singe track, apply extra 
effects to it, and generally treat it like a 
single line of video. Another change is 
support for VST audio effects through a 
VST wrapper. An old version of 
Steinberg’s Halion 
made this choke fatally, 
but on a different 
system it chewed its 
way through loading 
hundreds of other 
plug-ins without any 
problems, so this could 
have been a one-off. 
There are also some 
minor improvements to 
video scrubbing and 
ripple editing and the 
Media Manager has 
been extended too. 
This now includes 
database features that 








Main arrangement window 
Editing is supremely fast. Cross 
fades are automatic, and trimming 


Fa E is very easy too 


Audio tracks 

These are interspersed 
within the video, and 
have their own mixer 
and effects settings 








Preview window 
This scales in size, 
and can also direct 
previews to 
external camcorders 


Master section 
Insert final output 
effects for both audio 
and video here, if you 
need them 


let you tag media in different ways: 

so audio clips can be tagged by genre, 
and video clips can be grouped by 
camera angle, for instance. It’s 
potentially a useful system, but It takes 
a fair amount of organisational ability 
to make the best use of it, and most of 
the included content isn't tagged at all. 
Whether or not video directors will find 
that taking the time to tag everything 
properly is creatively worthwhile is an 
interesting question. What hasn't 
changed is the effects section. Buyers 
of Vegas+DVD get Boris effects and 
Boris titling tools, which add pro-level 
features to the effects. But buyers of 
Vegas on its own dont get this. 


Better authoring 
Like Vegas, DVD Architect 3 has been 
updated slightly, but not to an extent 
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If you buy both Sony Vegas 6 and DVD 3, you'll also have 
Boris effects and Boris titling tools to play around with. 


that's going to make serious waves. 
DVD Architect's big attraction: a built-in 
surround AC3 audio encoder, has 
become a little less uniquely distinctive 
since it first arrived on the scene. And 
the look and feel of the editing, which 
has always been a touch on the clunky 
side, hasnt been updated either. So 
you still cant do things you might want 
to do, such as click or double-click on 
text menus to edit them. 

Instead theres a set of slipstream 
enhancements that add interesting 
rather than essential new features. A 
playlist feature makes it easier to put 
together a play-through production, 
such as a movie that loops to a post- 
play menu when it finishes. This helps 
make editing a little more streamlined, 
but it's still not quite elegant and 
simple. A further step in the same 
direction is the Navigation Tool, which 
defines what happens when the 
viewer presses the navigation buttons 
on their remote. This again makes it 
easier to put together more 
complicated productions than DVD 
Architect was formerly capable of. Also 
included in this update are some video 
mastering tools for preflight correction 
of colour, brightness, contrast and other 
basics, and a slightly odd jacket picture 
option — not, as you might expect, a 
print-ready editor for sleeve designs, 
but a facility for including a ‘jacket’ 
image that appears when a viewer hits 
the stop button. Rounding off the 
changes is improved support for 
Photoshop layers, the ability to export 
and save themes, and support for the 
newer multi-layer burners. 


Better authoring 

Theres no support for DVD-A audio 
discs. These are arguably a specialised 
market, but DVD-A, especially with 


high-end MLP compression, would 
have given DVD Architect some serious 
credibility with the audio post 
production and mastering set in Soho, 
to match the high-end credibility of 
Vegas itself — which can double as a 
decent audio editor, at a pinch. Theres 
also a lack of new design themes. The 
included themes are a basic selection 
of unimaginative looks that haven't 
changed since Version 1. It would have 
given DVD Architect a huge boost to go 
to town and with a new set. 

So what's the verdict overall? We 
cant help feeling Sony has been a little 
lazy. The new features in Vegas are 
clearly an attempt to endear it to 
professionals. Most home and semi- 
pro users wont be editing in HD, so the 
appeal of the HD features and extras 
like Broadcast Wave support Is minimal. 
But at the high-end where these new 
extras make a difference, Vegas stil 
lags in its effects section. The included 
Boris tools give it a presence here, but 
in terms of the range and quality of the 
available effects Vegas is some way 
behind both AfterEffects and 
Combustion. To be fair it's much 
cheaper than either of these options. 
But the effects haven't had much of an 
update since version 4, and it would do 
Vegas a favour if some thought went 
into giving them a brush-up. This is 
less of an issue for home users who 
will find Vegas already does everything 
they want and more. But corporate 
video departments may feel a touch 
frustrated that there isn’t more glossy 
professional eye candy on offer here. 
And true pros will be even more 
frustrated that Vegas isn't the all-in-one 
solution it could be. 

Were slightly more positive about 
this version of DVD Architect 3, although 
there are still some areas that could do 


Give me definition 


Why high definition should be on your shortlist for ‘features required’ 


TV is a rather ancient technology now, and 
the default PAL resolution of 720x576 has 
more in common with the standards of 
1955 than 2005. High definition improves 
on this by offering up to four times the 
resolution. The most popular format is 
called 1080i, with a picture frame of 
1,920x1,080 pixels interlaced at 60Hz. (Or 
5994Hz for the US market.) A competing 
format called 720p offers 1,280x720 
progressively scanned video refreshed at 
60Hz. Vegas 6 supports both, and also 
conversion between the two. This makes it 
attractive to professionals looking to get a 
head start on HD broadcasting, which is 
due to become standard in the UK by 2010. 


But there are some nasty gotchas, 
unfortunately. Four times the resolution 
means that everything takes at least four 
times longer to achieve. Given that 
rendering on a mid-range machine today 
can be 10 times slower than real time, 
even with current faster hardware, HD 
work rendering becames torturously slow. 
Multi-core and network rendering stop 
being optional and become essential for 
this format. The other problem is that to 
get the best from HD you need a 
1,920x1,200 monitor. This isn't too exotic 
for CRTs, but it's still quite an expensive 
specification for TFT users. You can always 
preview at a smaller screen size in Vegas 
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DVD Architect 3 has been updated to include some video mastering tools and 
improved support for Photoshop layers, but the clunky editing remains. 


with improvement. Being able to work 
more easily with Photoshop layers and 
multi-layer DVDs and insert a Stop 
picture is very useful, but not quite the 
stuff of legend. The Project Editor is a 
big plus for developers, as are the built- 
in media mastering effects. But a 
theme editor and a better selection of 
included themes would have been 
even more welcome. Being able to roll 
your own in raw XML is more of a 
theoretical plus than a practical one, 
and this is the one main area that's 
missing in the DVD Architect package. 

Still, this package remains one of 
the more appealing options for semi- 
pro and pro video creators. It will 


particularly suit corporates who want a f PCPlus ratings — — o) 
high quality look but not necessarily SONY VEGAS 6 + DVD 
need the last word in effects. It will ARCHITECT 3 


wow creative film and video makers 
who will appreciate the speed with 
which they can work. And for home 
users, at the price, it really is a steal. 
Richard Wentk 


Value 00000000 
Features 00900000 
Performance @©00000000 


and check your final render on an external 
TV, but this may need specialised 
hardware of the sort you won't find at a 
local PC store. 

Perhaps the biggest gotcha of all is that 
DVD Architect 3 doesn't support HD at all — 
only the old standard PAL and NTSC 
formats. This isn't entirely surprising 
because there's a format war going on 
between two contending HD technologies, 
HD-DVD and Blu-ray, and HD burners and 
players aren't available yet. Still, it does 
mean that with this iteration of the 
Vegas+DVD product you can edit your 
video to the HD standard, but you can't yet 
distribute it on DVD. E 
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There’s still no sign of high 
definition here yet. 
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PRICE £50 (£43 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Ulead 

+49 22 1310 8830 (DE) 
INFO www.ulead.co.uk 


CPU 800MHz or faster 
RAM 256MB minimum 
OS Windows 98SE or later 


VideoStudio 9 provides 
easy-to-use video editing 
capabilities that support you 
all the way from capturing 
footage from your camera to 
burning it to DVD, while 
making the editing process 


simple and offering options for 


creating DVD menus, adding 
effects and so on. 





ULEAD VIDEOSTUDIO 9 
Value 000000000 


Features 0000000 


OVERALL 


PRICE £294 (£250 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Oxford University Press 
bookorders.uk@oup.com) 

INFO www.oup.com/uk 


paag 


CPU 200Mtz or faster 
RAM 64MB minimum 
OS Windows 95 or later 


Over 500,000 words and 

2.5 million illustrative 
quotations are instantly 
available thanks to the copy 
to hard drive feature. The full 
OED is never cheap, but this 
CD-ROM version represents 
the best value for money to 
any serious wordsmith. 





(SECOND EDITION, V3.1) 
Value 000000000 
00000000 
000000000 


Features 


Performance 
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GOOD VALUE VIDEO EDITOR 








An uncluttered interface 
makes VideoStudio an 
easy package for both 
new and existing users. 


the new DV-to-DVD 
Wizard. The latter 
allows a quick DV 
scan, so you can 
establish the content 
of your tape quickly. 
The scan creates a 





D) omestic video cameras now 
provide near-broadcast quality 
output at drastically reduced prices. 
Now that computer systems are 
powerful enough to handle large 
amounts of data efficiently, video- 
editing software is beginning to see an 
increase in interest from the consumer 
market. Ulead has been supplying this 
emerging trend for some time, through 
a number of its titles, but none is more 
suited to the enthusiast film maker 
than VideoStudio. 

On launching the software you are 
offered the choice of using the 
simplified Movie Wizard, the regular 
VideoStudio Editor for manual work, or 


series of timecoded 
thumbnails, before transferring the 
content directly to DVD. 

The Movie Wizard option provides a 
similarly quick approach using a 
number of templates, although it also 
allows you to use a number of basic 
production edits, including automatic 
removal of poorly shot video. 
Alternatively, slideshows can be created 
easily that take advantage of the new 
Smart Pan and Zoom function, which 
provide some interest to an otherwise 
static presentation. 

But its the main VideoStudio editor 
which provides the most control over 
your work. The interface enjoys a clear 
and recognisable layout that makes 


EVERY WORD IN THE ENGLISH LANGUAGE 





OED Second Edition v3. 
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he OED is the universally 
accepted definitive reference for 
the English language. Providing 
etymological analysis, variant spellings, 
pronunciations and comprehensive 
contextual quotations its much more 
than a spell checker. The downside has 
always been the cost. The value 
proposition offered by the OED CD 
depends upon your usage: if its casual 
you'll get by at www.askoxford.com 








Whether you're looking 

for something ancient or 
modern, the OED has got 
the definitive word for it. 


where you can search the 
Compact OED free of 
charge. However, for 
serious reference purposes 
your choices are more 
limited. The 20 volume 
print version is a whopping 
£850, and a subscription to 
the online version will set 
you back £229 per year. 
When you consider that 
you are getting the full 
content of the OED, plus all 
of the Additions’ volumes 
(9000 words and £105 of value), plus 
the latest 2,000 words from the 
ongoing revision programme you 
realise the value of the CD version. 
Other free web-based alternatives may 
look appealing, but cannot provide the 
depth or authority of the OED. 
Although somewhat quirky, the 
interface is very functional. A simple 
word search keyword works well for 
speedy lookups, but for a more precise 


Ulead VideoStudio 9 


itself evident early on, even to the most 
inexperienced editor, with tabs that 
provide access to the core components 
of the software. These tabs offer 
contextual options for capture, editing, 
effects, titles and audio, as well as the 
final Share option which helps you 
transfer your project to your preferred 
output including DVD, tape, CD and 
even email. 

VideoStudio now supports 16:9 
widescreen for both footage and DVD 
menus. You can also embed Flash 
animations, use distortion features that 
extend the scale of a clip to fit the 
frame, and use Chroma Key for 
alternative background overlays. 

Such features will be welcomed by 
existing users and prove easy to 
master, but for those new to the 
software, a good manual and liberal 
use of video tutorials will soon bring 
you up to speed. 

VideoStudio may not be a 
professional application and as such 
pro users will find it limited, but for the 
consumer the software is more than 
capable and balances ease-of-use 
with performance at a price that makes 
for a very attractive package. 

Chris Schmidt 
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route through the dictionary data, look 
to the advanced search option. This 
enables the building of complex 
Boolean operator-driven searches, 
which can be limited by pronunciation, 
quotation or previous search results. By 
enabling the ‘copy from clipboard’ 
feature, OED works in the background 
defining anything you cut, paste, copy 
or even highlight in other applications, 
and is a real timesaver. Whatever 
search you use, the end result is the 
same: a definitive definition. 

We found little to fault about the 
OED CD. If pushed, we would probably 
mention the lack of network capability 
and the hassle of having to keep the 
original CD around for quarterly 
‘validation’ thanks to somewhat OTT 
security measures from Oxford 
University Press. This is, however, a vast 
improvement over the previous release 
which required not only the data disc 
to be present at all times, as there was 
no ‘copy to computer’ function, but also 
imposed a draconian authentication 
procedure every time you fired it up. If 
you asked us to sum the OED CD up in 
one word, it would be ‘superlative’. 
Davey Winder 








PRICE £350 (£298 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER ViewSonic 01293 643900 
INFO www.viewsoniceurope.com/uk 
WARRANTY Three years 


DISPLAY SIZE 19in 

NATIVE RESOLUTION 1, 280x1,024dpi 
INPUTS 2x D-Sub, DVI-I 

VIEWABLE ANGLE 170 degrees 
horizontal and vertical 

PIXEL PITCH 0.254mm 

RESPONSE TIME 8ms 

CONTRAST RATIO 800:1 
BRIGHTNESS 250cd/m2 

WEIGHT 6.5Kg 


VIEWSONIC VP191S 
Value 000000 
Features 009000000 


Performance @©000000 








OVERALL 


PRICE £200 (£170 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER |G Electronics 
01753 491500 

INFO hitp://uk.lge.com 
WARRANTY Three years 


DISPLAY SIZE 17in 

NATIVE RESOLUTION 1 280x1,024dpi 
INPUTS D-Sub, DVI-I 

VIEWABLE ANGLE 160 degrees 
horizontal and vertical 

PIXEL PITCH 0.254mm 

RESPONSE TIME 12ms 

CONTRAST RATIO 500:1 
BRIGHTNESS 250cd/m/? 

WEIGHT 6.5Kg 


Value 00000000 
00900000 
Performance @000000 


Features 
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PROFESSIONAL LCD MONITOR 








here are plenty of perfectly 
presentable 19in LCDs on the 
market nowadays for around £200, 
which makes the VP191s almost twice 
the price of some of its competition. 
Part of ViewSonics top of the range 
‘Professional Series’ of monitors, it's 
certainly not short on impressive specs. 
For example, the screen boasts a 
maximum contrast ratio of 800:1, a very 
speedy Sms response time and almost 





USER-FRIENDLY LCD MONITOR 






uch is the downward trend in 

17in and 19in LCD monitor prices 
that many models on the market are 
now a third cheaper than at the 
beginning of the year. Entering the 
competitive £200 market is LGs latest 
offering, the LI/50H. Its wonderfully 
thin bezel makes it look extremely 
compact for a 1/in screen, and the 
silver and grey finish is great quality at 
the price. The overall look is set off 


ViewSonic VP191s 


a 





The VP191s is from ViewSonic’s 
Professional Series but, while 
the picture quality is accurate, 
it lacks some vibrancy. 


wall-to-wall (and floor to 
ceiling) 1/0-degree viewing 
angles. But how do those 
specs translate to real life in 
terms of picture quality? 

The ‘auto image adjust’ 
feature worked perfectly in 
our tests, producing a crisp, 
pin-sharp display even with 
our highest frequency test 
charts. Colour rendition was 
equally good, with all of the 
5000K, 5400K, 6500K and 
9300K colour temperature settings 
proving highly accurate. Continuing the 
theme, the VP191s passed our tonal 
range tests with no problems, showing 
plenty of detail, while distinguishing 
clearly between adjacent bars in our 
greyscale test charts. 

For all-round versatility, the 
pleasantly styled stand offers full tilt, 
swivel and height adjustment as well 
as 90-degree pivot for portrait 


The sleek, no-nonsense design 
makes for compactness as well 
as for easy adjustment of 
display options. 


nicely by a smart row of 
adjustment buttons at the 
bottom right hand corner with, 
refreshingly, a legend that's 
clear and easy to read. 

The tidy lines of the 
screen are let down by the 
stand, which is comparatively 
plasticky but at least offers a 
generous amount of height 
and tilt adjustments, as well 
as a couple of built-in clips for 
keeping cables under control. One of 
the front panel control buttons neatly 
doubles up as a source selection 
switch for easy changeover if you're 
driving the screen from two video 
sources. There are no built-in speakers 
or a microphone, so audio cables dont 
come into the equation. 

The auto-adjust feature worked 
flawlessly on our test sample, bringing 
image size, clock and phase settings 





orientation viewing. Youre spoiled for 
choice when it comes to video inputs 
as well, with two separate analogue 

sockets plus a digital video connector. 

While the VP191s is technically very 
good, the picture is a bit on the dull 
side, compared with many 19in screens 
on the market. This has pros and cons. 
For example, you'll find that you can 
Stare at office applications for hours on 
end without getting a headache. The 
slightly low contrast (in spite of that 
high 800:1 maximum contrast) makes 
for wonderfully relaxed viewing, 
especially for text, where most of the 
display is black on stark white. 
However, for viewing digital photos or 
movies, the picture lacks some of the 
life of many other LCDs, making vibrant 
colours look a bit muted. 

All in all, the ViewSonic is 
technically a very accurate monitor. The 
styling and build quality are good, the 
on-screen menu is straightforward and 
logical, and the multi-position stand 
works a treat. However, in real terms, 
we simply don't think that the screen is 
significantly better than 19in LCDs which 
cost £100 less, making it a less than 
ideal choice at the price. 

Matthew Richards 


into perfect adjustment at the native 
1,280x1,024 pixel resolution. Brightness 
and contrast were more of a moveable 
feast, the screen requiring a minimum 
of 80 per cent of full brightness on the 
set-up slider for a decent display. We 
also had to increase contrast to 60 per 
cent for the best tonal range. 

The standard 6500K colour setting 
was a bit on the blue side for ultimate 
photo accuracy but there are user- 
defined options as well. Another nicety 
is the ‘Lightview’ front panel button, 
which cycles through a range of preset 
panel settings, such as Photo, Movie 
and Text, all with both daylight and 
night-time viewing options, as well as 
a Normal display mode. 

The response time of the panel is 
Stated as 12ms, although our test 
sample boldly displayed ‘Ultra Fast 8ms 
Response Time’ stickers on the screen 
bezel. Either way, the screen had no 
trouble in keeping up with games and 
DVD movies. Slight inaccuracies in 
colour performance make this a poor 
choice for photographers and image 
editors but its a good, competitively 
priced, screen for the rest of us. 
Matthew Richards 


TOUCHSCREEN MONITOR 


Wacom Cintiq 21UX 


he elusive Wacom Cintig is 
one of the items weve most 
looked forward to reviewing 


recently, as it's rare to find anything in 
the PC world thats genuinely different. 
This current model is the biggest and 
best take on the Cintiq idea so far, 
combining a 21in 1,600x1,200 flat panel 
monitor with a graphics tablet and pen 
interface. The panel is huge, and 
comes with a unique tiltable stand that 
can be configured in any position from 
almost flat to nearly vertical. A circular 
support at the back of the panel slots 
into a cradle on the stand. By default, 
the monitor cable runs through the 
centre of the support, and this makes it 
impossible to lay the panel completely 
flat. But by undoing a few screws and 
lifting a plastic plate it's easy to 
reposition the cable so it's flush within 
the panel itself — a much more 
sensible arrangement. You can also fit 
a VESA standard arm support. 

Visually, display quality is very good. 
The Cintiq lacks the punch of the best 
TFT panels from Formac and Lacie, but 
the usable angle is very wide and 
colour balance is usefully neutral 
Straight out of the box. Profiling will 
only be necessary if youre a serious 
graphics professional. It's also suitable 
for video work. Smearing didn't seem 
to be a problem, even with a quoted 
pixel response time of 50ms. 

One thing you cant do with Cintiq is 
work with it on your lap. It's too big and 
too heavy to be a convincing sketch 
book replacement, and this is one 
application for which the cheaper 
Intuos tablet has an edge. Even though 
the latter lacks the visual feedback of a 
display, it's not all that hard to get used 
to the dislocation of seeing your cursor 


How it works 


Stalking the magic pen, and its electromagnetic tracking technology 


The Cintiq’s pen system, which is identical to the one 
used on the Intuos range, uses a very clever 
combination of scanning and measurement technology 
to keep track of not just pen position, but also 
alignment information that includes pressure, tilt and 
rotation. Under the display panel is a very fine grid of 
wires. These are pulsed in sequence both horizontally 
and vertically. Inside the pen, a capacitor-inductor 
resonance circuit rings whenever it's kicked by one of 
these pulses. The pen is designed so that pressure, tilt 
and the other alignment details change the 
characteristics of the ring. The underlying grid of wires 
also acts like a sensor array, picking up the ring signal 
and converting it to tracking and orientation information 
that can be fed to a software package. After all this 
effort, it's a little disappointing to discover that only a 


It’s too heavy to rest in your lap, but the Cintiq 
can otherwise amply replace a sketchbook. 


moving on a remote screen. Having 
said that, the Cintig offers a much more 
intuitive and classy experience. 

Pointing directly at objects on the 
screen with a pen — theres a right-click 
tab on the pen itself, and a couple of 
quick taps produces a double-click — 
feels more responsive than using a 
mouse, even for basic Windows tasks. 
For drawing and photo editing, theres 
no comparison — the Cintig is the best 
tool for those kinds of applications that 
you can buy today. 

Extras include four buttons on each 
side of the panel. These are set to add 
ALT, SHIFT and CTRL click modifiers by 
default, but can be defined as you 
wish. There are also two slider strips, 
which can be linked to any continuous 
controller, such as zoom, making the 
Cintig even more responsive. 


work becomes a much more 
tactile experience when you 
can point-and-click on a 
screen directly, instead 
of via the all-too- 
literal arms length 
experience of 
using a mouse. E 


handful of software, most notably Corel's 
Painter IX, makes use of all the available 
information. More picky users may be 
disappointed that you can’t use your 
fingers instead, even though your 
digits will always lack the precision 
of a pen. (Trust us, a pen is far 
better.) But even basic Windows 
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But it's not all good news. Fast 
strokes introduce a slight buffer lag as 
the cursor trails along behind the pen 
position. lts more of a mild distraction 
than an actual annoyance, but it would 
be better if it didnt happen. Our review 
model also suffered from occasional 
backlight flicker, which we hope won't 
be present on commercial models. 

Using the Cintiq is like driving a 
sports car. If you're used to a saloon, 
you'll wonder how you ever managed 
to get by with something so boring. It's 
not perfect — it could do with shedding 
a few pounds from the weight and the 
price — but it does offer a smooth, fast 
and unique PC experience. If youte a 
graphics professional, or Someone who 
just has to have the best of everything, 
you'll want one. 
Richard Wentk 







PCPlus 231 | July 2005 





PRICE £2,231 (£1,899 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Computer Warehouse 
020 8400 1234 

INFO www.wacom.com 
WARRANTY One year 


SCREEN SIZE 721in 

NATIVE RESOLUTION 1,600x1,200dpi 
INPUTS DVI-I (VGA adaptor supplied) 
VIEWABLE ANGLE 160 degrees 
horizontal and vertical 

PIXEL PITCH 0.27mm 

RESPONSE TIME 50ms 

CONTRAST RATIO 400:1 
BRIGHTNESS 250 cd/m? 

PEN RESOLUTION 5080lIpi, 

0.005 mm/point 

ACCURACY +/- 0.5 mm (center), 

+/- Imm (corner) 

UPDATE RATE 200 points/sec 
WEIGHT 8.5Kg (excluding stand) 


WACOM CINTIQ 21UX 
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Steganos 
= Security Suite 6 


Keep your secrets safe and 
your personal data secure 
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ShopFactory 5 


Turn your product details and images 
into a professional online store 





TECHNICAL SUPPORT 


Our support staff will do their utmost to help you, but cannot 
provide assistance for either Linux software, or general 
application help for hardware, DOS or Windows. 
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DVD EDITION All our great 
software in one easy place, 
including this month's special DVD 
exclusives - Visual Web Developer, 
Slackware Linux and UFly4Less. 


, Guide to your 


9 SUPERDISCS 


GUIDE TO THE JULY 2005 SUPERDISC 


Follow our project-based tutorials to find out how 
to use all this month's great free software... 





This month's SuperDisc 
software tutorials 


CD+DVD PRODUCTS 
Steganos Security Suite 6.000.000 181 
Alpha Five 4.5 Pro. ccccccccccsssccscsesssensceee 183 
Acronis Migrate Easy 7 PE... 183 
ShopFactory 5 Light........................-..-.-2-21--1212122221212------. 185 
CS Project Lite ccc cccccccccssssseeeseessseeeee 188 
CD 1 Secure your data with 
Five and building your onfine ste DVD ONLY PRODUCTS 
Visual Web Developer 2005 Express.................. 186 
Slackware Linux......................-.-.-.112122111212122222122212222222---- 189 
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Toke the stress out of maye hard dish 
ineatiopore uih tite wereatie ino! 


CD 2 On Disc 2, you'll also find CS 
Project Lite, Acronis Migrate Easy, 
and your Click For More bonus mag 


Difficulties with your software? 
CONTACT PC PLUS CD AND DVD READER SUPPORT 


Email pcplus.support @futurenet.co.uk 
Tel 01225 822 743 
Website www.futurenet.com/support 


Forums http://forum.pcplus.co.uk 


Damaged or missing SuperDisc? 
MISSING SUPERDISC |f youre a subscriber, then please 
contact our reader support team. Otherwise, please contact 
the retailer where you purchased this Issue. 

DAMAGED SUPERDISC If your cover disc appears to be 
faulty, please call our reader support team. 


FULL PROGRAM 
AS SOLD FOR £50 


SECURITY TOOLS 





Steganos Security Suite 6 





Your PC contains confidential information available to any snooper, unless you install 
Security Suite 6. The program includes tools to encrypt your work, securely delete files, 
email private data, and even maintain privacy by wiping your Internet and Windows tracks 


UPGRADE 


CPU 350MHz or faster 
RAM 32MB minumum 
OS Windows 98 or later 


UPGRADE 


Get your registration key at Www. 
steganos.com/magazine/pcplus/ 
sss6 


UPGRADE 


Save £10 on 
Security Suite 7 


The latest release of this powerful 
privacy tool can now encrypt up 

to 256GB of data in its four virtual 
drives, while the portable Steganos 
Safe capacity is uprated to a DVD- 
filling 4.7GB. Applications can now be 
automatically started from the Safe 
when it opens, so it's easier than 
ever to work with encrypted files. 

The bundled Internet Trace 
Destructor 7 is enhanced, too, and 
can now clear over 150 Windows and 
application traces (cache, cookies, 
instant messages, Microsoft Office, 
Web browsers, AOL and many more). 
A new Update Wizard completes the 
package, automatically downloading 
upgrades as they're released to 
ensure you Stay up-to-date. 

The list price for Security Suite 7 
is £45, but register this version and 
you'll only pay £35 for the upgrade. 
Point your browser at the Steganos 
Upgrade Centre (www.steganos. 
com) to find out more. 


www.steganos.com 


Gone without a trace 





=e 


Is the Steganos Safe a little too inflexible for 
your needs? Try using the programs File Manager 
instead. At its simplest, this just involves dragging in 
files or folders to create an encrypted archive, but you 
can also hide data inside a carrier 

file, ready to be safely emailed without detection. 


hether it's a company report, 
D tax return or just a personal 

letter, most people at least 
occasionally work on PC documents 
they would rather not share with the 
world. And that's why it pays to hide 
the files away on a virtual drive. 
They're encrypted and decrypted as 
required, so work with any 
application, but are only visible to 
someone who knows the password. 
Here's how it works. 


El Create a secure drive Double- 
click the Security Suite system tray icon, 
then click Steganos Safe | Create and 
give your drive a name. 

Follow the Setup Wizard, choose to 
create a new drive, and click Next | 
Next. Finally, decide the maximum size 
youd like this drive to be, and finish the 
wizard. Security Suite will now create 
the drive for you, and then ask you to 
create a password. 


A Using the safe Your new drive 
now appears in My Computer, and 
works just like any other; you can drag 
and drop files there, save documents 
directly from an application, and even 
install programs on tt. 

Switch back to the Steganos Safe 
when your'e done, click ‘Close’, and it'll 
disappear from Explorer. Only someone 
who knows the drive password can get 
to see what It contains. 





a 





Encrypting your files is a good place to start, but 
there may still be traces of confidential data left 
on your PC (temporary files, the Recycle Bin, page file, 
and more). Launch the Steganos Internet Trace 
Destructor, choose the options you'd like to delete, 
then click ‘Destroy’ to wipe them away forever. 


Steganos Security Suite 6 


Center 


Steganos Safe Steganos 


Portable Safe™ 


Password Manager 


Steganos Security Suite 


Internet Trace 
Destructor 


E-mail 
Encryption 


Steganos 
File Manager 


Steganos 
Shredder 


Here in the Steganos Center, you get an overview of all program parts, Move 
the mouse over the symbols to find out more. 





E Custom settings The default 
settings work Just fine, but there are a 
few tweaks available. Close the virtual 
drive and click Settings | Change 
Settings to view what's on offer. 

Here you can change the name of 
a drive or its password. Security Suite 
also lets you pick the drive that 
Windows should use, and theres an 
option to avoid displaying the drive in 
Explorer if youre feeling cautious. PCP 





Security Suite includes a range of tools 
accessible from the Steganos Centre. 


FURTHER INFORMATION 


Windows 2000/XP systems must 
use NTFS, not FAT32, to be able to 
create a full 32GB virtual drive. Find 
out about conversion at aumha. 
org/win5/a/ntfscvt.php. 








Email SuperDisc problems to pcplus. 
support @futurenet.co.uk. 





You're looking more secure, but an Undelete tool 
may still be able to retrieve temporary files 
relating to your documents. To eliminate that final 
possibility, click Steganos Shredder | Next | Free Space 
Shredder (painstakingly overwriting files several times, 
ensuring no one can ever recover them). 
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DATABASE MANAGEMENT SYSTEM 


rssov rorens | Alpha Five 4.5 Pro 








This database management system appeals primarily to small office and home users with 
ease of use as a major advantage. It comes with a range of templates for a speedy start to 
building a customised database and ‘genies’ to help you create the application you want 


CPU 400Mhz or faster 
RAM 16MB minimum 

OS Windows 98 or higher 
OTHER A web browser 


SERIAL CODE 


Send an email to 
marketing @ alphasoftware.com 
with your name and email address 
and you'll receive a free license 
number to enable the full version of 
Alpha Five 4.5. 


UPGRADE 


Save £80 on Alpha 


Five Version 6 

Version 6 has a host of new features 
that include an Application Server 
for giving you web access to your 
data, HTML support and Action 
Scripting. There are also new genies 
for reviewing and deleting duplicate 
records and for creating a table 
automatically from sample data. 
Check out these features and by 
visiting www.alphasoftware.com 
products/alphafive/v6/features/ 
highlights.asp. 

PC Plus readers can buy Alpha 
Five version 6 for £119 instead of 
£199. To take advantage of this offer, 
head to www.alphasoftware.com 
and follow the purchase process: 
when you reach the box labelled Add 
coupon’, type in the coupon code 
AdSpcplus and the discount will be 
applied automatically. 


www.alphasoftware.com 














Creating a form for di 


From the ‘Forms’ tab, click ‘New’ and choose the 
‘Friends and Family’ table to base the new form 
upon. Select ‘Start from the default form’, click ‘Finish’. 
In the Form Editor, click to select a field (holding [Shift] 
and click selects multiple fields) and press [Delete]. 
Click and drag to position any remaining fields. 
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atabase Management 
©) Systems, or DBMSs, have an 

unenviable reputation for 
being hard to learn. Alpha Five 
makes strenuous efforts to keep the 
job as straightforward as possible, 
with an approach that’s particularly 
beneficial to new users. As you 
follow the tutorial, you'll build a table 
based upon one of a range of 
templates supplied with the 
software: you can edit the table 
definition to customise it to your 
needs. This approach speeds up 
development time considerably. 
Having entered some records, you'll 
look at using sorting and searching 
techniques for finding the data you 
want. Finally, you'll create a set of 
two linked tables which lets you 
view the data as if it comes from a 
single table. 


E Build a table Click File | New 
Database and specify a name and 
location for it. Alpha generates a range 
of files for each database so it's a good 
idea to designate a folder rather than 
just placing them in a general folder 
like My Documents. A genie opens up 
(a wizard by another magical name): 
select Create an empty database | Next 
| Use new table/set genie | Finish. A 
second genie now appears: select 
‘Table’ in the first and ‘Use a predefined 
template’ in the second. Choose the 
‘Friends and Family’ template from the 
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Add a label with the Text tool: click and drag out 
a box onto the form. Type the text, then right- 
click and select ‘Properties’. On the ‘Border’ tab you 
can give the box a border and fill colour, and on the 
‘Font’ tab you can pick a font, its size and colour, 
amongst many other standard options. 


Alpha Five 


File Edit View Browse Records Find Query Window Help 





MIME SAR & & |i « b> vr | pe |a Be | @Q |S, i| a 


® Friends.adb: Control Panel 


w Menu | 


Sort ascending} 


EL View | IM Design | D New | 2X Delete | 


Tables/Sets Forms | Browses | Reports | Letters | Labels | Operations | Code | 


Emails Friends and Family MyForm 


# Friends and family.dbf : Browse (<Default browse>) 


m _ Friendid [GEL Lastname | Nickname | Spouses_name| Address | 


Janice Jan 
[E 


Tabby 


Andy 
Dave 


<New record> 





Oldford 
White Cottage Newford 

Alan Newford 
12 Church Street Oldford 

Steve Canyon House Oldford 
26a School Road Oldford 


With the first name field highlighted in this Browse view of the data, clicking ‘Sort 
ascending’ will re-order the names alphabetically. 


list and then ‘Include layouts and field 
rules’. Lastly, choose not to add 
sample data and to exit to the Control 
Panel (Alphas, not Windows’). 

In the Tables/Sets tab of the Control 
Panel, right-click on the icon. From the 
list you can select ‘Edit Structure...” and 
then delete or rename fields to 
customise the table to your particular 
requirements. The template is 
American, So you may wish to loose 
the ‘State_Province’ field and rename 
‘Cellular_Phone’ as ‘Mobile’. On saving 
the changes, you're warned that there 
may be consequences for components 
like forms associated with the table. 


splaying email addresses 


vor: eee (0 pme o 


Click the ‘Forms’ tab and double- 
click to open the ‘Friends and Family’ 
form. A dialog tells you that warnings 
are reported in a Trace Window. To fix 
things, click ‘Design’: you'll be told again 
about the warnings. Delete the ‘State_ 
Province’ field and its label, and edit the 
‘Cellular. Phone’ field (right-click it, 
choose ‘Properties’, pop down the list 
of fields and select ‘Mobile’. Similarly 
edit the label, changing it to ‘Mobile’. 


A Add data and find it again 
There are several routes to adding 
records. You can double-click to open 
the ‘Friends and Family’ form from the 


JME SAS tem esi he oS oe AAT- 











If you have bitmaps to hand you can add a 

Bitmap object: right-click for its Properties, select 
‘Load Bitmap From File’ and navigate to a bitmap file. 
Click ‘OK’ to place the image. Close the Editor, save 
the form and double-click to see the finished form, 
ready to begin filling your database. 


Form tab: the ID field is filled in 
automatically so you can just start 
typing. Alternatively, you can go to the 
Tables/Sets tab, right-click the table and 
open the ‘Default Browse’ or the 
‘Default Form’ (its layout is slightly 
different from the ‘Friends and Family’ 
form). Using ‘Browse’ is a rather 
unwieldy method of data entry and 
either of the form-based options is 
easier. Io add a second record from a 
form, you just click ‘Enter’ at the top 
button bar. 

Once you've entered a handful of 
records, you can investigate the various 
ways of finding specific data. With the 
form open, press [F8] to see the 
Browse view of your data which is 
presently displayed in ID order. With the 
cursor on any other field, click ‘Sort 
ascending’ from the button bar. The 
record will be re-sorted alphabetically 
by last name. ‘Sort ascending’ also 
works from the form (click [F8] again to 
flip back to this) but it's easier to see 
the effect from ‘Browse’. 

To find all the records where the 
City is Oldford, click ‘First’ to return to 


In the Set Editor 
window, click Add link... 
and the ‘Link Properties’ 
dialog opens. Set the Child 
table to Activities’. The 
parent and child linking 
fields should both be 
‘FRIEND_ID’ (these defaults 
are probably already 
selected) and the ‘Link 
type’ should be ‘One-to- 
many’, meaning that one 
friend can participate in 
many activities. Click ‘OK’ and the 
schematic diagram of the link is 
displayed. Close the ‘Set Editor’, save 
the set under whatever name you 
wish. When you double-click the new 
set, at the bottom of the form view 
you will see whatever activity or 
activities that each friend and family 
member pursues. PCP 


FURTHER INFORMATION 


Alphas website, www. 
alphasoftware.com, has details of 
user groups, including UK-based 


ones, tutorials, and databases. 


the first record. Now press [CTRLI+IL] to 
open the ‘Find Text’ dialog. Enter 
Oldford as the ‘Search for: criteria, 
select ‘Search in All fields’ and click 
‘Find!’. Close the dialog and the form 
displays the first record for Oldford. The 
‘Next’ button moves you to the next 
such record, and on through all Oldford 
records. Clicking the ‘First’ button 
cancels the search and shows all 
records in ID-order again. 


E Create a set Build another table 
(called Activities) to contain the 
activities your friends pursue, including 
a ‘Friend_ID’ field of the same type as 
that in the ‘Friends and Family’ table (a 
character field). Enter a couple of 
records, using Friend_ID values that are 
already existing in the Friends and 
Family table. 

In the ‘Tables/Sets’ tab, click New | 
Set | Define a new set using existing 
tables. You're then asked for the Primary 
table: here it's the ‘Friends and Family’ 
table because pursuing an activity is a 
subsidiary attribute of a person. Select 
this table and click ‘Finish’. 








DISK CLONING 


FULL 
PROGRAM 

















This is a schematic showing a 
set and the link between data in 
two tables: the type of link 
(one-to-many) is identifed in the 
lower right hand corner. 


Acronis Migrate Easy 7.0 Personal 





Clone your hard drive and its partitions (FAT16/32, NTFS and Linux file systems supported) 





© uying a fast, spacious new 
hard drive can be a great way 
to speed up your PC. Normally this 
would mean you would have to 
install Windows on it, then all the 
security patches, and your 
applications, but not any more. 
Here's the easy alternative. 


E Source and destination 

Migrate Easy Personal copies the 
contents of your old drive to the new 
one, which of course means you must 
install the new drive first. Read any 
documentation that came with it, make 
sure the drive Master/Slave jumpers are 
set correctly (if it's a parallel ATA modell), 
and connect it up to your system. 

Now launch Migrate Easy Personal, 
launch the ‘Disk Clone Wizard’, and 
choose the ‘Manual Clone Mode’ for 
maximum control over the update 
process. Afterwards, click ‘Next’ and 
choose the drive copy source (your 


existing drive) and destination (the 
new one). 


5 


A Speedy copying Making a “ea re sucha kot ai it he erator ik 14t 
mistake in specifying which drive 
you're copying where is plainly 
going to result in lost data, and so 
Migrate Easy Personal does its best 
to protect you from this. If you get 
a warning that “the destination 
drive [X] might have useful data”, 
just click ‘Back’ and double check 
that you've given the program the 
correct instructions. 

If everything is all right, click ‘Next’, 
and Migrate Personal Easy will analyze 


your drive sizes, then display a map FURTHER INFORMATION 


showing now a paruens will be The Windows XP Drive Management 

resized proportionally to fill the new service helps you install and 
configure new drives. Read the official 

word on it at http://support. 


drive. Click Next | Proceed, then leave 
microsoft.com/?kbid=309000. 


Migrate Easy Personal automatically 
resizes partitions to fit the new drive. You 
may also manually control the layout. 





the program to complete the copy. And 
when its all done, your new drive will 
then be a bootable image of the 
current one. PCP 


Email SuperDisc problems to peplus. 
support @futurenet.co.uk. 








CPU 350MHz or faster 

RAM 32MB minimum 

OS Windows 98 or later 

OTHER A second hard drive at least 
as large as the one you're copying 


SERIAL CODE 


Point your browser at Www.acronis. 
com/mag/pcplus-mepe 


UPGRADE 


Upgrade to Acronis True 
Image 8.0 


True Image takes the same disk 
functionality you'll find in Migrate 
Easy, then adds a complete disk 
image backup tool. This runs without 
requiring a reboot, compresses your 
images, and password-protects them. 
As we write, the list price of 
True Image 8.0 is around £28, but 
you can upgrade for only £20. Read 
more or place your order at Www. 
computrolley.co.uk/products. 
php?category=19. 





WWwwW.acronis.com 
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FULL PROGRAM 
AS SOLD FOR £100 


ECOMMERCE 


ShopFactory 5 Light 








Online shopping is the fastest growing retail sector in the UK, so there’s never been a better 
time to set up your own web store. ShopFactory Light lets you do just that, quickly creating 
a professional online shop, which ts then ready to host anywhere 


CPU 350MHz or faster 
RAM 256MB minimum 
OS Windows 98 or later 
OTHER Internet Explorer 6 


SERIAL CODE 


www.makemeashop.com/ 
covermounts/pcplus/0506 


UPGRADE 


Upgrade to 
ShopFactory 6 


The latest version of ShopFactory 
comes in four different flavours. 
The starter package, elrader+, is 
an updated version of ShopFactory 
5 Light. Then theres ShopFactory 
Professional: this removes the page 
and product limitations, and adds 
the ability to import product data 
in simple text formats. Theres also 
support for Flash graphics and a 
Theme Designer. 

The Developer version can 
import product information in many 
additional formats, and allows you 
to create shops for other people. 


ShopFactory International includes all 


these features,then adds automatic 
language detection, and multilingual 
web site navigation. 


The regular prices range from £100 
to £659, but you can save 20 per cent 
by ordering directly from ShopFactory 


UK. Read more about the range at 


www.makemeashop.com, then call 


the sales line at 0195 957 8383. 


www.makemeashop.com 


femm Se eh hes 


ou would expect ShopFactory 
© to provide wizards, ready to 

walk you through the shop 
creation process, and sure enough 
it’s got plenty. Attractive templates to 
give your site a stylish look are 
important, and it delivers there, too. 
Payment options? PayPal, World Pay 
and Protx are all supported. What's 
really important with any ecommerce 
package is the control it provides 
over your product listings. Having the 
freedom to add your own custom 
text and images, purchasing options 
and discount deals is vital. Here are 
just a few of the ways ShopFactory 
can help you market your products. 


El Getting started Launch 
ShopFactory, then click ‘Create a new 
website or shop to start the Website 
Setup Wizard. Your first step here is to 
add a page title, perhaps some 
introductory text for new visitors, and a 
site logo. Click ‘Next’, then choose a 
theme for your site from more than 30 
selections on offer. 

The remaining pages cover filling in 
your company details (address, phone 
and fax number and so on), and 
choosing the type of products youte 
trying to sell (for search engine 
optimisation). Complete each one, and 
click ‘Finish’ when youre done. 


EA Product basics ShopFactory 
normally displays your store in an 
Explorer-like tree form on the left-hand 


Dptent 
Cech, Pee ben teckel ar te, 





Each one of your products can be customised by defining colours, sizes, or any 
other option you'd like to give customers the ability to buy. 


È Select Website Theme 


M Automatic preview æ% Preview 


Standard Sheets 
Sticks 

Storey Hall 
Striking Bold 


Display Style 








< Back Cancel Help 


Quality templates offered by ShopFactory Light ensure your shop will look just as good 
as any other online store. It also allows for a great deal of customization. 


side of the screen. Your products are 
stored under the ‘My Shop’ folder, so 
right-click on ‘Department I’ and select 
‘New Product’ to begin. 

You'll start by filling in the first 
Product Properties screen, which 
includes a name, price and weight (for 
shipping purposes), an optional image 
and item number. Then you can add a 
separate headline for brief product 
details, and a more in-depth product 
description. Use the toolbar to change 
text size, colour and various other 
formatting options. 

But you haven't actually come up 
with a proper product description yet? 
That doesn't matter, you can add or 
edit any of the Product Properties later 
on. Click ‘Next’ and check out some of 
the other product options, instead. 


E Review product options Click 
‘Edit product options’ and you can 
define some of the variations that your 
product supports. ‘Size’ and ‘Colour’ are 
included already Select one, then click 
in the table to start adding the options 
you'll support. 

Its also possible to add customised 
options of your own. The simplest 
approach is to provide a list of 
possibilities, and leave the customer to 
select one. It's also possible to ask the 
user to enter text, for example a logo 
on a T shirt, and whatever they select 
will be specified as a part of the order. 

Adding all these options can take a 


while, and sometimes you might want 
to reuse them later (similar colour and 
size options on a T shirt and 
sweatshirt, say). Instead of re-entering 
them, just click on the first product, 
select Edit | Copy, then paste as many 
duplicate products as you need, and 
modify them to suit your needs. 


Special deals Not selling as many 
products as youd like? Then maybe it's 
time to cut your prices. Click ‘Set 
product discounts’ in the Product Setup 
Wizard to begin. 

The first option here is just to set a 
discount price, which overrides the 
main price you entered earlier. Use the 
‘Special Discount Message’ box to pass 
on any relevant message about this to 
your customers, like ‘End of range’ or 
‘Special offer ends August 31’. 

Alternatively, you might try setting 
up a series of Quantity Discounts. This 
works by entering a series of quantity 
ranges, and with it an associated 
discount level: so for instance you 
might have 0 to 4 products charged at 
full price, 5 to 9 getting a 10 per cent 
discount, 10 to 20 qualifying for 20 per 
cent, and so on. PCP 


FURTHER INFORMATION 


Your shop won't look professional 
without its own domain name. 
Check out the registration deals on 


offer at UKReg (www.ukreg.com) 
or 123-Reg (www.123-reg.co.uk). 





PCPlus 231 | July 2005 





BETA VERSION 
(HOSTING WORTH 
£150) 


WEB DEVELOPMENT 








Microsoft Visual Web Developer 





Be the first to learn how to develop with ASP 2.0, using the very latest beta of Microsoft's 
web development tool on our cover disc, and six months’ worth of industrial-strength free 
hosting courtesy of Pipex WebFusion 


CPU 600MHz or faster 
RAM 256MB minimum 
OS Windows 2000/XP/Server 2003 


SERIAL CODE 


Not required. Contact Pipex at 
0800 031 7800 and quote the code 
“PCPWFB2" to get your six months’ 
worth of free hosting. 


UPGRADE 


None available, although the practise 
you get with this pre-release will 
Stand you in good stead when the 
final Visual Web Developer launches. 





or i lM 


oftware is changing. What 
O used to be the domain of 

boxed products and CD- 
ROMs has turned into a world of web 
services — everything from Flickr to 
del.icio.us, and even the Inland 
Revenue's online tax return forms 
now give you control over your 
information and tools via a web 
browser rather than Windows. Visual 
Web Developer gives you everything 
you need to get started for yourself. 

We featured an earlier beta a 

few months ago now, but this one 
is considerably more advanced. In 
particular, it’s now possible to 
actually deploy your creations rather 
than being restricted to your own 
server. We've hooked up with 
Pipex to give you the chance to do 
exactly that. If you already have a 
server that's capable of handling ASP 
2.0 applications, it'll work with it as 
well. But if not, you can get six 
months’ worth of business level 
hosting (£24.99 per month, or 
£249.90 a year) completely free 
courtesy of the Pipex WebFusion 
-NET Developer Package. 


El Getting online As part of this, 
you'll get 5GB worth of space, a traffic 
allowance of 25GB, full support for ASP 
2.0, three MySQL databases, and Perl 
and PHP in case you want to try 
experimenting with other languages. 
You'll also receive up to 500 POP3 mail 
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Every time you load up Visual Web Developer, you'll get a list of the latest movings 
and shakings in its development community, plus alerts of any downloads. 


boxes, unlimited email aliases, auto- 
responders and more. 

For the full details of what you get 
with the package, simply point your 
web browser at www.webfusion. 
co.uk/hosting/windows_ product. 
php? product=.NET%20Developer. 
To sign up, you need to call the sales 
line on 0800 031 7800. You'll need to 
give the promotional code “PCPWFB2" 
before the order will be processed. 
Once this is done, you'll be given all 
the information that you need to 
upload your files and try your work live 
on the internet. 


Six great places to begin learning the art of Visual Web Developer 
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E Developing online While the 
programs you create in Visual Web 
Developer are intended to go up 
online, their creation follows the same 
pattern as the other tools in the Visual 
Studio Express line. Your program code 
can be written in C*, |* or regular 
Visual Basic using the same tools, 
meaning that you don't need to learn 
a whole new way of programming 
simply to set up a basic site. 

Also in common with the other 
packages, you dont even need to do 
any programming to set one up. The 
Starter Kit, which consists of the 
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Even if you plan to use VWD exclusively, it never 
hurts to understand the programming behind it. 
At www.w3schools.com, you'll find one of the best 
general guides for almost any type of web technology, 
including the CSS and HTML that you'll need to help 
you design pages, and ASP to make them tick. 
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Try out the Starter Kits live at http://lab.msdn. 
microsoft.com/express/vwd/starterkit/default. 
aspx and make sure that everything is working 
correctly before you begin. This is also where you'll 
find any newly added VWD kits in the coming months 
— more are available for the other Express tools. 





The Guided Tour (http://beta.asp.net/guided 
tour2/) is long, and the difficulty quickly ramps 
up if you have little experience. However, it guides 
you all the way from basic HTML to full web 
development. With the launch of VWD proper, you'll be 
able to find plenty of in-depth books on the subject. 





Development toolbox 


ready for adding straight 


The interface at a glance 


Where all the drag-and- 
drop components are, 


to your site 


Selection bar 

Jump straight to a 
particular store 
management task by 
clicking on its icon here 


personal website template you may 
remember from the last beta makes it 
all supremely easy. Click through the 
template options however, and you'll 
be taken to a download site where 
you can get your hands on two more: 
another website template, this time 
geared towards club management 
(member lists, management and so 
on), and a more application-focused 
time/resource manager. 

Unlike the standard Hello Worlds 
provided with many programming 
systems, these are geared towards 
setting you up with the majority of 
key features that you'll be using — 
database connections and data 
binding, user controls in real-world 


examples, theming, security and more. 


E Designing online Unlike 
traditional web design, which focuses 
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almost entirely on how the final page 
is displayed, an ASP-based website 
has two very distinct parts: visual 
elements such as text and forms, and 
the programming code running behind 
the scenes. The two elements can be 
kept together in the same file (Single- 
File Page Model — best used for pages 
without much code) or they can be 
Split into multiple files for the sake of 
convenience (Code Behind Page 
Model). This demo project uses the 
latter method. Next to each of the 
.aspx pages in the Solution Explorer 
there is a small cross. Click this to 
display the files associated code. 
Were using Visual Basic here, so 
download.aspx’ is partnered by 
‘download.aspx.vb. This would be 
‘download.aspx.cs’ for C#, while VJ# 
uses the Single File Page Model. It's 
worth noting that not every .aspx file 
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Talking in code 
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has any programming attached to it at 
all — files like resume.aspx contain the 
odd flicker of ASP code, but the 
majority of these files are just pure 
HTML that can be edited at will. 


FURTHER INFORMATION 


Take a tour through a 
sample project with the 
online tutorial at 


http://beta.asp. 
net/guidedtour2/ and the links on 
the Welcome screen when you start 
the software. 





O Further online Regardless of the 
Starter Kit you decide to use, the 
project is there as either an example, 
or an excellent jumping-on point for 
building the exact features that you 
need. Full tutorials are available online, 
taking you from the very basics to a 
working site. 

Bear in mind however that this is a 
beta release, not final code, so its a 
great way to practise your skills with 
ASP 2.0, and to write code that will be 
fully compatible with the final version 
upon launch. However, it's not actually 
‘knuckle down to create production- 
ready pages’ just yet. PCP 


Email SuperDisc problems to 
pcplus.support@futurenet.co.uk 
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By far the best place to ask for help is on the 

official forum at http://forums.asp.net. Here 
you'll find a huge community of existing users ready 
to help you get to grips with either the software as a 
whole, or a more specific problem that you may be 
having getting your program up and running. 


5 | Just a few keypresses away, www.asp.net links 
you to daily articles about the world of ASP. For 
now, this is largely geared towards version 1.1 rather 
than the shiny new 2.0, but it remains an excellent 


source for anything you might need to know about the 


ever-advancing world of website development. 


Taking a break from standard day to day coding, 
Microsoft's Channel 9 (http://channel9.msdn.com) 
is an excellent way of meeting the people behind the 
software, with lengthy interviews and video previews 
covering almost every aspect of computing in a more 
personal format. 
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PROJECT MANAGEMENT 


asso rore99 | CS Project Lite Special Edition 3.2 











LIMITED TO 35 ACTIVITIES 


Moving house? Developing software? Whenever you've got a complex task to carry out, CS 
Project Lite can help. It lets you define activities, set up dependencies between them, define 
and assign resources and allocate costs, then track your performance and produce reports 


CPU 166MtHz or faster 
RAM 64MB RAM minimum 
OS Windows 98 or later 


SERIAL CODE 


Fill in your details at www.crest- 
software.com/csproject/cspreg/ 
csplspecialedition.asp 


UPGRADE 
Save £190 


Our version of CS Project Lite has 
everything you need to try out the 
program, but the 35-activity limitation 
does restrict it to smaller projects. 
The Professional version, though, can 
handle 64,000 activities! 

There's also improved integration 
with other packages, in particular an 
XML interface with Microsoft Project. 
You're also able to read and write 
files in Primavera P3 file format and 
import or export data from any ODBC- 
compliant database. 

Other extras include new task 
constraints, an auto-filter toolbar and 
support for user-defined formulae in 
your Activity Variables. 

Normally priced at £390, you can 
upgrade for only £199 which comes 
with free upgrades and telephone 
support until June 2006, 50 per cent 
discount on training. Interested? 
Then point your browser at Www. 
crest-software.com/csproject/ 
pcplus-upgrade. You'll also benefit 
from receiving a 300 page PDF user 
manual on CD. This offer expires 31 
December 2005. 


www.crest—software.com 


ou've finally decided to add a 

conservatory to the rear of 

your house. Having a friendly 
builder as a neighbour will cut costs, 
but you'll still need a loan. And it 
would be wise to install CS Project 
Lite, too. Even with no previous 
project management experience, 
you'll soon have a much better picture 
of the timescales and costs involved. 


E Time management Click File | 
New, and launch the Project Builder. 
Your first step is to tell the program when 
you'll be working on the project: 
weekdays? weekends? Every second 
Wednesday? Fill in the details here. 

When youte done, click ‘Next’, and 
give the project a name and expected 
Start date. ‘Estimated’ will do for now, 
you can change it later. 


A Create tasks Now define your 
project tasks, like ‘Estimate materials 
cost’, ‘Research loan rates’, Apply for 
loan’, and ‘Order materials’, entering an 
expected duration for each. 

Try to stay accurate by avoiding broad 
tasks. Rather than putting ‘Build 
conservatory’, for instance, try to come 
up with sub-tasks that describe more of 
whats involved — everything from ‘dig 
foundations’ to ‘fit glass’). 


E Sequencing and resources 
Choose each task in turn, and think 
about which other tasks can start before 


Customise your project view 
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The Project Builder lets you arrange your tasks 

into sequences, but it’s easier to do this directly 
in the project view. You might decide you can’t begin 
the ‘Order materials’ task until ‘Apply for loan’ is 
complete, for instance. Draw a line to link the first and 
second task, and choose ‘Finish to start’. 
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The default project view is very helpful, showing 

links between tasks and any resources involved, 
but there are plenty of other options on offer (right- 
click on the chart and choose Chart Properties | Current 
Layout to see them). You can double-click on a 
resource in the lower chart and enter a cost per hour. 
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Bundled sample projects help you quickly learn what CS Project can do for you. 


it. Do you really need to wait until your 
loan is approved before starting to dig 
out foundations, for instance? Not really, 
so enter ‘Dig foundations’ after the Apply 
for loan’ task. 

Finally, create a ‘resource for everyone 
working on the project and allocate 
some of your time to each task. Click 
‘Finish’ when youve done. 


E Cost and review Now everythings 
been set-up you'll see a complete 
graphical view of the project, providing a 
much clearer idea of how long its going 
to take. You can add costs to every 
resource you created earlier, or alter 
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tasks by double-clicking on them and 
changing their properties. 

Click Tools | Store Baseline when 
youre ready to save the plan. Now you 
can revisit it in future to measure your 
performance, update costs and see how 
well youre doing. PCP 


FURTHER INFORMATION 


The Association for Project 
Management site has many useful 
resources, including a glossary of 
project terms (www.apm.org.uk/ 
resources/glossary.htm) 


Email SuperDisc problems to peplus. 
support @futurenet.co.uk 





Along with the chart properties dialog, CS Project 
also offers a Chart Builder (right-click on the 
project view to launch it). This comes with 15 different 
preset layouts you can load at any time, along with 

customisations like shading, colour schemes, and 
more. You can save your new custom layouts. 


LINUX DISTRIBUTION 


vuos! Slackware Linux 








This ts Linux for professionals, giving you supreme power without the frivolous glamour 
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lackware is the oldest of the 
Linux distributions, having been 
around for 12 years. Old doesn't 
mean outdated, however, and 
Slackware is very well respected 
among users who absolutely have to 
have complete control at all times. 
The only catch is that you have to 
be prepared to take it from the very 
beginning, right down to using the no- 
fuss text-based installer rather than a 








Ideal for server 
systems, Slackware 
hasn't lasted so long 
by being pretty. 


= glossy graphical 
one. The installer 
may not be much 
to look at, but as 
long as you've 
created the 
partitions in 
advance, along with 
one of the 
boot-disks provided 
on the SuperDisc to get the installation 
program running, its fast and easy to 
use. Unlike most of the distros featured 
here in recent months, Slackware is 
firmly for experienced to advanced 
users. You'll find the install document at 
www.slackware.com. 


El Beyond the basics When you 
have to select a kernel, the default of 
bare.i/bxlmage is usually a good choice, 


PRICE COMPARISON TOOL 


FULL PROGRAM UFly4less Lite (12 months) 


A speedy and effective tool for finding the cheapest budget airline for your trips away 
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How much will 
UFly4Less save for 
you by searching 
budget airlines? 





destination from the 
second list. If you 
dont see it, then 
there are no flights 
there from your 
chosen airports, so 
trying adding 
another. The ‘Pick 




















O tag nights are old hat. What you 
need is a stag weekend. But 
don't book those tickets until you've 
given UFly4Less a try. It'll search the 
budget airlines, locate the best deal 
for you and report back. 


E Airport and destination Start by 
checking the box next to each of your 
local airports, then choose your 





Destination First’ 
feature would 
normally avoid this, but its not available 
in this special Lite version. 


E Enter the flight details Pick your 
travel date from the calendar (in Lite this 
may only be 14 days ahead). 

Finally, choose the number of 
adults, children or infants on your trip, 
and then click Search. UFly4Less 
immediately goes online to search for 


as this is the kernel that youre running 
to install, and thus one you know runs 
with your hardware. There is one 
important choice you have to have to 
make for yourself, which is whether to 
install the LILO bootloader into the root 
partition, or into the hard disks MBR. 


A Loading as root The Slackware 
distribution boots into a text console to 
begin with, where you can log into the 
root user account. You'll need to consult 
the documentation provided on the 
distro disc to find out how you can 
have your machine automatically boot 
into your chosen desktop environment, 
as well as how to create multiple users 
for your system. PCP 


FURTHER INFORMATION 





Full help on getting it up and 
running can be found at www. 
slackware.com. 





A 


Email SuperDisc problems to peplus. 


support@futurenet.co.uk 


the best available prices. Unlike some 
of the competition, it accesses live data, 
when it does so. 


E Browse the results Once the 
program has finished you'll see a 
collection of tabs detailing separate 
flight details. This text will tell you more, 
as it includes the airline, departure and 
destination airports so “BMlbaby BHX - 
AMX” represents a BMIbaby flight from 
Birmingham to Amsterdam. 

Found the best deal? No need to 
manually relocate it at the airlines site, 
just click Book and UFly4Less will open 
a browser window at the right place to 
buy your tickets. PCP 
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URTHER INFORMATION 





The budget airlines all have 
different regulations about carrying 
children, so make sure that you 
read the small print before you 
buy your tickets (www.easyjet. 
com/EN/Planning/Specific/ 
childrenandinfants.html). 


A 








REQUIREMENTS | 
CPU 100MHZz or faster 


RAM 128MB minimum 
OS n/a 


SERIAL CODE 


Not required 


UPGRADE 


IF you want to try Linux then this 
program will give you everything you 
could possibly need. 


www.slackware.com 





CPU 350MHz or faster 
RAM 32MB minimum 
OS Windows 98 or later 


SERIAL CODE 


Enter your details within the software 
before using it. 


UPGRADE 


60% off latest version! 
Subscribe to the All Airlines version of 
UFly4Less before 1 September 2005 
and you'll pay only £995, a massive 
£15 off the regular price. 


www.ufly4less.com 
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